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Abstract 
 
Ma Yuan (马原) is widely regarded within China as one of the most important 
authors of the ‘avant-garde movement’ (先锋派 xianfengpai) of the 1980s and 
has been recognised as one of China’s first authors of metafiction. Initial 
critical reaction to Ma Yuan before he was identified as an author of 
metafiction varied greatly from a palpable enthusiasm for an ‘experimental’ 
form of writing on the one hand, to an often dismissive attitude towards the 
value of the author’s works on the other. Ultimately however, the most 
dominant early theory regarding the author’s works was the idea that his 
works were ‘narrative traps’ designed to ensnare and frustrate the reader 
rather than offer genuine insights into the human condition. The current 
scholarship on the author therefore is a mixture of the early ‘narrative trap’ 
theory and metafiction theory which has been primarily derived from ‘western’ 
works of literary theory. However, as metafiction theory became the primary 
interpretive framework through which to analyse Ma Yuan’s works, the 
scholarship on the author has primarily been engaged in generic identification 
whereby individual pieces of evidence of metafiction are identified from the 
author’s entire body of work. As such, few of the author’s individual works 
have been analysed to any great detail as overwhelmingly critics have 
escaped the ‘narrative trap’ theory through categorising Ma Yuan as an author 
of metafiction without engaging in detailed analysis of specific texts. 
Furthermore, many literary historians have attempted to understand the 
‘implications’ and ‘deeper meanings’ of Ma Yuan’s work through 
understanding the author as being part of a sustained and consistent effort to 
engage in ‘experimental’ literature within a politically motivated cultural 
movement. Metafiction in this context is often used as evidence of an 
experimental impulse which is overwhelmingly understood through heavily 
politicised readings of literature. However, not only are many of Ma Yuan’s 
works not metafictions, but few of those that are indeed self-reflexive have 
been analysed to the extent that they can be interpreted as individual texts 
rather than merely pieces of ‘evidence’ to make general conclusions about Ma 
Yuan being a writer of metafiction or experimental fiction.  
This thesis aims to take the conclusion of many critics’ analysis (that Ma Yuan 
is indeed an author of metafiction) as a point of departure to analyse 
individual works of metafiction through their self-reflexivity. Through applying 
a methodological framework incorporating metafiction theory and aspects of 
narratology, this thesis provides a comprehensive analysis of two individual 
works of metafiction by Ma Yuan: his 1986 novella “Xugou” (虚构 
“Fabrication”) and “Gangdisi de youhuo” (冈底斯的诱惑 “The Allure of the 
Gangdisê Mountains”) published in 1985. This study draws conclusions about 
the narrative structures of these two texts and the specific self-reflexive 
functions within these structures. In providing a ‘narratological analysis’ of 
these two works this thesis will not attempt to provide an overview of Ma 
Yuan’s entire body of work in order to summarise the thematic ‘essence’ of 
this author; rather, this study will attempt to add a deeper layer of analysis to 
the scholarship on Ma Yuan by avoiding the strong trend within Chinese 
literary analysis to understand works of literature as socio-political artefacts 
and to understand authors through broad historical overviews of entire bodies 
of work rather than engaging in the detailed and theoretically grounded literary 
analysis of specific individual texts. This thesis will focus on analysing two 
individual texts in order to map out the narratological and metafictional realties 
of these specific works alone and to explore the interpretive possibilities that 
these texts allow. It is my hope that my proposed interpretive approach to 
“Xugou” and “Gangdisi de youhuo” can broaden the current understanding of 
one of China’s finest and most iconoclastic authors of the last 50 years.  
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Introduction 
 
Ma Yuan is widely recognised as one of the most important authors of the 
Chinese ‘avant-garde movement’ (先锋派 xianfengpai) and of the 1980s. 
Whilst the author’s exposure outside of China remains arguably limited with 
only a handful of short stories having been published in English translation, 
within China at least Ma Yuan is still highly regarded and is ultimately famous 
for being one of China’s first authors of ‘metafiction’. Shortly after the 
publication of his first short story “Haibian ye shi yige shijie” (海边也是一个世
界) in 1982, Ma Yuan quickly attracted the attention of many critics and 
readers for his distinctive narrative style. Throughout the 1980s Ma Yuan 
produced a sizable body of highly influential literature which has drawn a 
great deal of attention from Chinese literary critics. After 1991 however Ma 
Yuan did not publish another work of fiction for over 20 years and many critics 
assumed that this brilliant and challenging author had permanently withdrawn 
from the literary scene. Right up until the publication of Niugui sheshen (牛鬼
蛇神) in 2012, Ma Yuan’s entire literary output had been created within a short 
space of time in which the author was predominantly living in Tibet. 
Nevertheless, even though it had been assumed that the author had 
permanently put an end to his own literary career, his works have stimulated a 
huge volume of literary criticism starting from the early 1980s and continuing 
to the present day.  
Surveying the scholarship on the author as it has developed through a period 
of great socio-economic and cultural change within China, it is possible to 
identify certain dominant theories and wider cultural undercurrents which have 
shaped the way Ma Yuan is presently understood. Broadly speaking, Chinese 
literary criticism within this period has tended to cluster authors together into 
literary ‘movements’ (派 pai) in which an often disparate range of works by 
different writers are frequently understood in over-simplistic socio-political 
terms. For example, whilst authors such as Han Shaogong, A Cheng and Mo 
Yan are understood as writing ‘root-seeking’ literature (寻根文学 xungen 
wenxue) with a collective desire to seek the roots of Chinese culture, Ma 
Yuan, Yu Hua and Ge Fei amongst others are claimed to have written ‘avant-
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garde literature’ in an attempt to ‘experiment’ with literary styles and narrative 
forms. Within such a system, literary studies have often resembled literary 
histories in which an author’s entire body of work is analysed to isolate 
common ‘themes’ or ‘deeper meanings’ to identify the socio-political roles that 
individual authors are claimed to have played. On top of this tendency which 
has influenced the way a broad range of Chinese authors have been 
interpreted, Ma Yuan scholarship has also been influenced by wider 
tendencies within literary criticism such as the ‘linguistic turn’ during the 
1980s, the remnants of the Maoist ‘what to write’ and ‘how to write’ dichotomy, 
the language of which persisted well past the year 2000, and also more 
specific issues such as the concept of the ‘influence trap’ and the relative lack 
of penetration of ‘western’ literary theories, such as metafiction theory, into 
Chinese literary criticism. Furthermore, certain key theories within the 
scholarship on Ma Yuan have exerted a great deal of influence over the 
development of this scholarship as a whole, none more so that the theory of 
the ‘narrative trap’. As such, there are some clear gaps in how Ma Yuan is 
understood as an author as the current scholarship has not yet analysed 
specific texts in depth, preferring instead to analyse the author’s entire body of 
work to engage in generic identification or to identify specific ‘themes’ or 
common stylistic elements. Hence, Ma Yuan has been universally accepted 
within China as an ‘experimental’ ‘avant-garde’ author who wrote metafictions, 
but there is a limited understanding of how to interpret specific metafictional 
texts of his. 
This thesis therefore will take the consensus of opinion of many critics (that 
Ma Yuan is an author of metafiction) as a point of departure rather than a 
logical end point. This study will not seek to identify metafictional elements of 
the author’s works in general, and as such will not draw conclusions about Ma 
Yuan’s writing style or metafictional sensibilities as a whole. Furthermore the 
thesis does not seek to engage in a broad thematic analysis of Ma Yuan’s 
entire literary output as such an endeavour is at best highly reductive. Instead, 
the thesis analyses two specific texts by the author, his 1986 novella “Xugou” 
(虚构 Fabrication) and “Gangdisi de youhuo” (冈底斯的诱惑 The Allure of the 
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Gangdisê Mountains) published in 19851. These two works have been chosen 
in particular as they are the most identifiably ‘metafictional’ of all of Ma Yuan’s 
works and they are also two of the most frequently analysed. The purpose of 
this thesis therefore is not to sustain the tendency towards generic 
identification or to create a monolithic literary history of such a complex and 
multifaceted author, but rather to provide a detailed and theoretically 
structured analysis of specific texts. To do so this study will employ a detailed 
and comprehensive theoretical framework which incorporates elements of 
literary theory such as metafiction theory, as well as more specific 
narratological tools. The essential question that this study is posing therefore, 
is now that it has been decided that Ma Yuan is indeed an author of 
metafiction, how can the metafictional nature of specific works of his be 
understood?  
Chapter 1 provides a detailed literature review on the critical works on Ma 
Yuan over the three decades since the author’s first publication in 1982. This 
chapter provides a detailed description of the major directions that scholarship 
has taken in analysing the author’s work and as a result of this the ‘problem 
areas’ in current scholarship will be identified. 
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the research methodology of this study. Of 
particular importance here will be metafiction theory and formulating a 
structured approach through which Ma Yuan’s metafictional texts can be 
analysed. To do so, an analytical structure which incorporates a historicised 
approach to Chinese metafiction will be utilised to analyse the author’s texts 
through their specific metafictional devices. Following on from this, chapters 3 
and 4 are devoted to analysing two works of metafiction by the author – 
“Xugou” and “Gangdisi de youhuo”. Finally, chapter 5 will draw conclusions 
about how these texts can be interpreted as well as present some conclusions 
about engaging in the literary analysis of metafictions in general. In doing so it 
is hoped that this study will add to the critical understanding of this brilliant, 
provocative and influential author and promote a renewed interest in 
analysing Ma Yuan’s works of metafiction to an even deeper level. 
																																																								
1 “Xugou” was first published in the May edition of China Culture (Shouhuo 收获) in 
1986 whilst “Gangdisi de youhuo” was first published in1985 in the February edition 
of Shanghai Literature (Shanghai Wenxue 上海文学). 
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Literature review 
Since publishing his first short story “Haibian ye shi yige shijie” in 1982, Ma 
Yuan has received a large and steady volume of literary attention right up until 
the present day. Within these three decades of literary criticism, we can plot 
the course of a fascinating flow of arguments that meanders through a 
complex intellectual landscape. For the purposes of this literature review I will 
analyse key works of scholarship on Ma Yuan in chronological order. The 
rationale for approaching the scholarship in this way is that firstly I wish to be 
able to accommodate a strong background understanding of the wider 
theoretical and literary trends occurring within China throughout this period, 
and secondly it is hard to argue that any opposing ‘schools’ of thought have 
been forged in approaching Ma Yuan’s work. Instead the understanding of the 
author has slowly built up and has been dominated by certain key works 
rather than being drawn in significantly different directions by opposing critical 
approaches. Many of the concepts that still dominate criticism on Ma Yuan 
stem from foundations set right at the start of the scholarship. Approaching 
the scholarship chronologically therefore is a good way to observe this 
layering of approaches and contextualising them wherever necessary in 
relation to wider cultural trends. The works included in this review are critical 
works specifically on Ma Yuan or are those focused on experimental fiction or 
metafiction which devote a significant amount of analysis to Ma Yuan. 
Because it is not possible to include an exhaustive overview of every article 
written on Ma Yuan within a thesis length study, many articles on Ma Yuan 
have been omitted from this review along with the brief accounts of the author 
found in numerous Chinese literary histories and anthologies in both Chinese 
and English. The texts that are included in this review are those that have 
significantly shaped or reinforced a particular interpretive strategy towards the 
author or those that have offered a significantly unique critical approach. A 
great number of articles on Ma Yuan for example engage in a relatively similar 
form of thematic analysis without offering significantly new interpretive 
strategies or analysing specific works to any great detail, so these works are 
not reviewed individually. 
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The earliest articles on Ma Yuan appeared shortly after the publication of one 
of the author’s early works “Lasahe nüshen” (拉萨河女神 The Goddess of 
Lhasa River). Liu Wei’s 1985 article “’Lasahe nüshen’ Biejuyige” starts in a 
most emphatic way with the opening line “Ma Yuan has written “The Goddess 
of Lhasa River”!2”3. This one line alone gives a strong indication of the sense 
of excitement and enthusiasm that ‘experimental’ fiction was creating at the 
time. In analysing “Lasahe nüshen”, Liu comments that “This story has no 
plot, or any characters that may draw one’s attention”4, instead it is a 
“description of a series of highly objective details which have been strung 
together”. The lack of a ‘plot’ (情节 qingjie), ‘aim’ (目的 mudi), or ‘theme’ (主题 
zhuti) was a common accusation made in early scholarship on Ma Yuan’s 
work5 and appears in many of the articles I will be paying attention to in this 
literature review. Nevertheless, in spite of this ‘lack’ being identified within Ma 
Yuan’s works, Liu Wei’s article makes a range of interesting statements about 
the author and does attempt to give an interpretation of “Lasahe nüshen”. Liu 
Wei’s main interpretation of the piece is that it is a meditation on man’s 
relationship with nature with the rotting pig’s corpse representing the “filth and 
evil in people’s hearts”6 and the goddess made out of sand representing 
beauty, creating a duality between good and evil narrated through ‘purely 
objective description’ (纯客观地描写 chun keguandi miaoxie). Liu Wei’s article, 
in its thematic analysis, gives an interesting point of departure for critical 
attention on Ma Yuan; it is also notable for its optimism for the author’s 
potential and the relative merits of his unique style, as for example in Liu’s 
statement that “Ma Yuan will become an author for China’s Future”7. 
Also published in 1985, Li Jiajun’s article “Shenghuo de miaoxie he wenxue 
de sikao - du "Lasahe de nüshen" duanxianglu” engages in very similar 
																																																								
2 Within this thesis all English translations of Chinese terms are my own unless 
otherwise stated. 
3 Liu, Wei. “'Lasahe Nüshen" Biejuyige.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.51 
4 Liu, Wei. “'Lasahe Nüshen" Biejuyige.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.51 
5 More recent scholarship seems more comfortable handling a text that has no 
‘point’. 
6 Liu, Wei. “'Lasahe Nüshen" Biejuyige.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.52 
7 Li, Jiajun. “Shenghuo de miaoxie he wenxue de sikao -- du "Lasahe de nüshen" 
duanxianglu.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985):  p.51 
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analysis to Liu’s article albeit in a far less enthusiastic way. In stating that 
“Lasahe nüshen” has no ‘theme’, Li labels Ma Yuan’s piece as “’three 
withouts’ fiction” (“三无”小说 “sanwu” xiaoshuo)8: fiction “without plot, without 
characters, and without theme”9.  For Li, Ma Yuan is producing deficient 
literature which “has its benefits towards ‘letting a hundred flowers bloom (百
花齐放 baihua qifang)’”10, but is “unlikely to bring a revolutionary change to 
the literary scene”11. The principal argument of the article is that Ma Yuan is 
indulging in ‘the worship and pursuit of primitive beauty and nature’12 which in 
Li’s view has little merit. Li argues that the ‘celebration of primitive beauty’ can 
be useful within a ‘Marxist’13 interpretation, however the requisite components 
of compassion and caring are absent from Ma Yuan’s work, leaving only an 
overly sexualised primitivism. In particular, the ‘three withouts’ analogy 
presents “Lasahe nüshen” as a form of deficient or incomplete literature 
adding to the argument that Ma Yuan’s works ‘lack’ something. 
Zhang Zhizhong’s 1986 article “Yige xiandairen jiang de xizang gushi”14 starts 
to take the critical attention on Ma Yuan to a somewhat deeper level of 
analysis. By the time Zhang’s article was published, Ma Yuan had published 
one of his longer novellas “Gangdisi de youhuo” and it seems that by this 
point critics were starting to sense that Ma Yuan’s early works were not 
isolated experiments but evidence of a unique writing style. Zhang’s article 
																																																								
8 The term ‘三无’ sanwu (translated here as ‘three withouts’) usually refers to poor 
quality consumer products which lack three essential components: production 
permission, a certificate of inspection, and the name and address of the 
manufacturer. It has a clearly negative connotation in Li’s adapted usage to refer to 
fiction. 
9 Li, Jiajun. “Shenghuo de miaoxie he wenxue de sikao -- du "Lasahe de nüshen" 
duanxianglu.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.54. 
10 Li, Jiajun. “Shenghuo de miaoxie he wenxue de sikao -- du "Lasahe de nüshen" 
duanxianglu.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.54. 
11 Li, Jiajun. “Shenghuo de miaoxie he wenxue de sikao -- du "Lasahe de nüshen" 
duanxianglu.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.54. 
12 Li, Jiajun. “Shenghuo de miaoxie he wenxue de sikao -- du "Lasahe de nüshen" 
duanxianglu.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.54. 
13 Li, Jiajun. “Shenghuo de miaoxie he wenxue de sikao -- du "Lasahe de nüshen" 
duanxianglu.” Tibetan Literature, no. 1 (1985): p.56 “Just as Marx said, an adult can 
not return to being a child, however the pure nature expressed in man’s youth can 
be, and should be, revived in works of art”. 
14 Zhang, Zhizhong. “Yige xiandairen jiang de xizang gushi.” Shanghai Literature, no. 
4 (1986): 86-89. 
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does not go into any one of Ma Yuan’s works in depth, but the most important 
statement it makes is the following: 
 
“In Ma Yuan’s stories, events follow people. Because people create 
events, [Ma Yuan’s] search is for the exposure of life and for the 
profound on an individual and ethnic level, not for the clarity of a story 
or the integrity of a plot”15 
 
In this article, discourse on Ma Yuan moves from a position in which the 
author’s works ‘lack’ something to one in which they are now actively ‘seeking’ 
something. In Zhang’s article there is evidence that the texts are being 
recognised for the first time as having their own sense of direction and 
purpose. In addition, Zhang also includes what I believe to be one of the first 
recognisable pieces of narratological analysis of Ma Yuan’s work in stating 
that his texts “continuously change and adjust their points of focus”. This is 
one of the first references to ‘point of focus’ (视点 shidian) in relation to the 
way in which Ma Yuan’s novels often involve ‘narrative shifts’ in which the 
narrative structure of the text suddenly changes16.  
Xu Zhenqiang’s 1987 article “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi”17 continues the trend 
of analysing the author’s works using increasingly sophisticated literary 
analysis and narratological concepts. Xu approaches Ma Yuan’s works 
through three main focal points of analysis: “The method of synchronous 
narration” (共时性的叙述方式 gongshixing de xushu fangshi)18, “The 
relationship between the author and the characters in his novels” (小说人物和
作者的关系 xiaoshuo renwu he zuozhe de guanxi)19, and “The novels’ 
																																																								
15 Zhang, Zhizhong. “Yige xiandairen jiang de xizang gushi.” Shanghai Literature, no. 
4 (1986): p.88 
16 The ‘narrative shift’ will go on to become one of the most frequently identified 
narrative devices within scholarship on Ma Yuan. 
17 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): 86-93. 
18 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p.87 
19 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p.89 
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contents, their delivery method and their effectiveness” (小说内容与传达方式
及效率) xiaoshuo neirong yu chuanda fangshi ji xiaolü)20. ‘Synchronous’ 
narration here refers to narrative without the intrusion of background 
information or mediation regarding past events, the end result being the 
impression that events are unfolding in front of the narrator’s eyes at the same 
time as they are being ‘written’ by the ‘author’ and read by the reader. Xu 
positions ‘synchronous’ (共时性 gongshixing) narration against ‘historical’ (历
史性 lishixing) narration which Xu describes as narrative that “has a distinct 
coordination between time and space”21 in which events “happen, develop, 
and then resolve”22. ‘Historical’ narration for Xu is found in “the majority of 
realist novels” whilst ‘synchronous’ narration “is the narrative method used by 
modern western (including Russian) authors”23. What is interesting here is 
that Ma Yuan’s works have now been separated from ‘realist’ works for the 
first time (whereas before there was strong evidence to suggest they were 
being examined under the criteria of realism and found to be lacking because 
of this), and furthermore we have seen the first instance of the usage of the 
highly problematic term ‘western’. Although the term ‘western’ here is used in 
a fairly innocuous way, scholarship on Ma Yuan would later present a clear 
trend of dismissing the author as being overly westernised. Henry Zhao calls 
this the ‘influence trap’ in which “anything new can be denigrated as a pale 
imitation of an outdated Western fashion, which rules out any serious critical 
appraisal.”24. Whilst ‘Synchronous’ narration is the main point of this section of 
Xu’s article, it is not rooted in any solid narratological framework. The concept 
however took hold in relation to Ma Yuan’s works and is a phrase that we see 
repeated in many subsequent articles. The essence of this concept has more 
to do with the place the narrator occupies within the text than with any specific 
time devices that are being employed. What is being suggested then is that 
the narrative lacks the sense of control which comes from an omniscient 
																																																								
20 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p.91 
21 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p.88 
22 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p.88 
23 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p.89 
24 Zhao, Henry. “The rise of metafiction in China.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, University of London LV, no. 1 (1992): p 94. 
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narrator who ‘knows’ how the text should unfold and the trajectory of each 
character and event. Xu extrapolates this further to suggest that Ma Yuan’s 
whole approach to writing is different from conventional novels:  
 
“his normal creative position is such that he doesn’t think before he 
writes, rather he writes and thinks at the same time, not only that but 
he will frequently include his writing and thought process in the text 
itself”25.  
 
Whilst this statement carries some negative connotations26, the key element 
of Xu’s argument is the changing role of the narrator. This role is explored 
further in the second focal point of the article, “the relationship between 
characters in his novels and the author”, which focuses more specifically on 
the role of the narrator:  
 
“Within conventionalised [literary] norms, the characters in a novel will 
be revealed objectively and their relative preordained destinies are 
decided by the author (or narrator), the author then is a dictator. Ma 
Yuan’s novels however do not give people this impression”27.  
 
For Xu, Ma Yuan’s characters are not controlled by the narrator, instead they 
stand on the same level as the narrator presenting a series of individual 
perspectives to the point where “we often see in his novels the narrator and 
individual characters (often taking the form of another “I”) diverging, 
																																																								
25 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p.88 
26 Xu states that this approach leads to a lack of selectivity and therefore a lack of 
quality within the texts: “Carelessly collecting and scattering about trivial details, and 
then combining that with a highly artistic structure presents a disparity in the basic 
qualities [of the texts]. The quality of Ma Yuan’s novels is uneven as within them exist 
these two different characteristics” Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” 
Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p. 89. 
27 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p. 89. 
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ostracising and even challenging each other”28. In essence then Xu has 
identified the reconfiguration of the narrator’s role and authority in Ma Yuan’s 
works29. This not only moves away from narrative omniscience towards 
unreliability, but also contains an understanding of a new mode of 
representation for characters or subjects within the text, each writing from the 
first person with a sense of self and identity. Xu’s last section “The novels’ 
contents, their delivery method and their effectiveness” assesses whether the 
above mentioned narrative devices ‘work’ in terms of their artistic and literary 
value. In a sense this is perhaps the least significant part of the article but 
nonetheless it gives us an interesting view on how these new narrative 
concepts were perceived. In identifying that Ma Yuan has abandoned the 
structures of the traditional ‘dramatised’ (戏剧化 xijuhua) novel, Xu claims 
that:  
 
“Ma Yuan deliberately dilutes and normalises the joy and grief of 
human existence in order to emphasise people’s free and natural 
states, and de-emphasise people’s self-constructed states. As a result 
of this, the allegorical qualities [of his work] unavoidably become flimsy 
and obsolete”30.  
 
For Xu, Ma Yuan’s works represent a commendable series of narrative 
triumphs but ultimately the structure of his works reduces their ability to 
achieve literature’s highest goals because they have abandoned their 
allegorical connection to the human experience in favour of a closer, but less 
meaningful, connection to the individual experience.  
Of all the articles published on Ma Yuan’s work from 1985 to the present day, 
the most influential in directing critical attitudes towards the author’s works is 
																																																								
28 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p. 90. 
29 The problematic nature of analysing the ‘author’ within the text is one of the most 
dominant features within Ma Yuan scholarship and I discuss this at length in this 
thesis (see page 51). 
30 Xu, Zhenqiang. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo pingxi.” Literary Review 5, no. 8 (1987): p. 93. 
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Wu Liang’s 1987 article “Ma Yuan de xushu quantao”31. Wu Liang’s article is 
the most frequently referenced source throughout the body of scholarship on 
Ma Yuan’s work, and the ‘narrative trap’ (叙述圈套 xushu quantao) is the 
single most influential theory on Ma Yuan’s narrative style to the extent that 
understanding Wu Liang’s argument is crucial to understanding how Ma 
Yuan’s works have been received in general. First of all, it is worth mentioning 
that the idea of the ‘narrative trap’ is conveyed more as a series of metaphors 
describing the psychological responses to reading Ma Yuan’s work rather 
than an attempt to introduce any identifiable narratological concepts or 
analysis. In Wu’s introductory statements he describes Ma Yuan as an “expert 
at playing games with his narrative traps, a biased methodologist within a 
novel”32 and as “an author who is skilled at playing with his intellectual Rubik’s 
cube”33 creating texts that are “aimless”, “unknowable” and “without cause 
and effect”34. Although in many parts of the article Wu demonstrates his 
admiration for the author, comments like these in particular portray Ma Yuan 
as a trickster, a creator of deliberately obtuse texts in order to ‘trap’ the 
reader. Indeed the whole concept of the ‘narrative trap’ is problematic; 
presenting a body of work as a ‘trap’ (albeit a cleverly constructed one) both 
dissuades future analysis and leaves the critic’s analysis in a position of 
apparent strength as many of Wu’s statements convey the idea that the 
author’s works cannot be interpreted and attempting to do so is evidence that 
the reader has fallen for the ‘trap’. Amongst the more problematic areas of the 
trap theory nonetheless can also be found an interesting precursor to an 
aspect of metafictional theory that would take several more years to infiltrate 
into Ma Yuan scholarship. In describing Ma Yuan’s tendency to narrate as 
“Ma Yuan” and include ‘characters’ within his novels which assume or present 
themselves as being from his own identity or perspective, Wu describes the 
																																																								
31	Wu, Liang. “Ma Yuan de xushu quantao.” Contemporary Writers Review, no. 3 
(1987): 46-52. 
32 Wu, Liang. “Ma Yuan de xushu quantao.” Contemporary Writers Review, no. 3 
(1987): p.46	
33 Wu, Liang. “Ma Yuan de xushu quantao.” Contemporary Writers Review, no. 3 
(1987): p.46 
34 Wu, Liang. “Ma Yuan de xushu quantao.” Contemporary Writers Review, no. 3 
(1987): p.49 
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texts as being formed in the shape of a “Möbius strip” (莫比乌斯圈 
mobiwusiquan); a Möbius strip is a structure that loops back on itself so that 
setting off on a journey in any direction along one of its planes will end up 
back at where the starting point. In reference to literature therefore, this 
structure visualises the process whereby a text may loop back upon itself and 
finish at its point of inception. This, I believe, hints at a conceptualisation of 
the concept of self-reflexivity which is one of the most important aspects of a 
meta-fictional text, although this analogy in itself does not come close to 
identifying metafiction or any of its key characteristics. This Möbius strip 
reference is just an analogy and is not expounded upon further, however it is 
interesting to note that the Möbius strip has also been used to describe the 
‘self-begetting novel’35 which was a precursor to the term metafiction to 
describe a particular form of elliptical writing36. Wu’s usage of the Möbius strip 
analogy here however is being used to strengthen the idea of the ‘narrative 
trap’ by essentially describing a text that gives the illusion of progress and 
causality, but ultimately does not ‘go anywhere’.  
At the end of the 1980s coinciding watersheds were reached in both Ma 
Yuan’s writing career and the Chinese literary landscape in general. First of 
all, after leaving Tibet in 1989, Ma Yuan did not publish any further works of 
fiction37 until the publication of Niugui sheshen in 2012. Indeed, up to that time 
much speculation had taken place about why he had withdrawn from writing 
and seemingly cut short a writing career which had become so influential 
within a relatively short space of time. Up until 2012 the general assumption 
was that Ma Yuan would never write again, however Niugui sheshen’s 
publication in 2012 to a certain extent negates the need to theorise as to why 
Ma Yuan stopped writing fiction.  
On top of this period of personal withdrawal by the author from literary activity 
however we find that scholarship on Ma Yuan, and literature in general even, 
was inevitably influenced by the cultural and intellectual upheaval caused by 
																																																								
35 The specific analogy of the Möbius strip is used in Kellman, Steven G. The self-
begetting novel. Columbia University Press, 1980: p.4. 
36 See Appendix A for an overview of the precursors to metafiction. 
37 He did continue to publish extensively on literary theory during this period. 
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the 1989 Tian’anmen incident. From the flurry of literary attention on Ma Yuan 
in the late 80s, the 1990s saw a literary environment that was, initially at least, 
considerably more tense, with attention on Ma Yuan contracting sharply. 
Between 1990 and 1995 the most significant critical works on Ma Yuan were 
both by Henry Zhao. Published overseas and written in English, these were 
two of the only articles written on Ma Yuan that specifically addressed the 
dramatic cooling in the climate of China’s literary world. Although the 
dynamics of China’s intellectual landscape post-1989 were of course 
extremely complex, according to Zhao, critical attention on ‘avant-garde’ 
literature in general was discouraged, whilst the heaviest recriminations were 
levelled against ‘dissident’ literature38. In this environment therefore it would 
certainly be understandable why a writer such as Ma Yuan may need to 
temporarily halt a seemingly blossoming literary career. Regardless of the 
specific dynamics of Ma Yuan’s protracted withdrawal from literary activity 
during this period39, Henry Zhao’s works in the early 1990s bridge the gap 
between the tense environment post 1989, and the safer intellectual climate at 
the turn of the millennium by which time the volume of critical works on Ma 
Yuan surpassed the levels of the 1980s. 
Henry Zhao’s 1992 article “The rise of metafiction in China” analyses the 
avant-garde literature of the late 1980s, with a particular focus on Ma Yuan, 
Ge Fei and Yu Hua, in order to identify a trend in China towards metafictional 
writing. One of the most instantly noticeable aspects of Zhao’s analysis is the 
fact that he draws on a ‘western’ literary framework that has already 
conceptualised metafiction as a specific genre of text, and it is the first source 
																																																								
38 According to Zhao, “publication and critical appraisal of the Avant-Garde writers 
has definitely been discouraged.” Zhao, Henry. “The rise of metafiction in China.” 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London LV, no. 1 
(1992): P.99 
39 I do not wish to attempt, for example, to ascribe any causality on the 1989 
Tian’anmen incident as being the primary reason why Ma Yuan halted his writing 
career for over 20 years. It is also not valid to suggest that for a protracted period of 
time after 1989 Ma Yuan’s works received official sanction or disapproval: The 
publication of the Xugou collection of short stories and novellas in 1993 for example 
would suggest that the author was not forced to withdraw long-term from public life 
as an author because of a hostile literary and publishing environment. What does 
seem reasonable to suggest however is that the cautious and uncertain intellectual 
climate of the early 1990s is likely to have caused the sudden decline in scholarship 
on Ma Yuan. 
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to use the term ‘metafiction’ in relation to Ma Yuan’s work40. Most articles 
written on Ma Yuan in China after the year 2000 make at least some 
reference to metafiction theory, however Zhao’s 1992 article, through 
referencing Robert Scholes’ Fabulation and Metafiction, is one of, if not the 
first. Zhao draws upon theoretical sources which may not have been widely 
available, or at the very least widely accepted, within China at the time and is 
also able to make comparative comments on China’s critical context from a 
distanced perspective. In particular, Zhao comments on the relative lack of a 
theoretical framework within China on metafiction, and therefore Ma Yuan’s 
novels:  
 
“The whole concept of ‘meta-’ itself seems to have remained totally 
unknown to Chinese authors and critics. The criticism of Avant-Garde 
fiction in the last few years has concentrated on such thematic issues 
as ‘anti-civilization’ or ‘escapism’”.  41 
 
Zhao’s conclusion is that up to this point criticism on Ma Yuan has not 
accommodated any meaningful theoretical framework, instead favouring a 
thematic approach to the texts42. Whilst of course, metafictional theory should 
not be summed up in reference to one work by one of its earliest theorists, the 
point here is that Zhao has for the first time positioned Ma Yuan within a 
specific literary framework, both categorising the author and opening up an 
interpretative framework in which the critic can operate. Although it would take 
a little while longer for metafiction to be fully accommodated in a Chinese 
																																																								
40 Zhao comments that the terms yuan xiaoshuo or houshe xiaoshuo (后设小说) 
meaning ‘post-novel’ were becoming recognized within literary circles in Taiwan. At 
this point though (1992) Chinese critics had not yet started to use either terminology 
or draw on established ‘metafictional’ theories which by that time had existed for at 
least 20 years. 
41 Zhao, Henry. “The rise of metafiction in China.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, University of London LV, no. 1 (1992): p. 95 
42 As well as the aforementioned ‘anti-civilization’ and ‘escapism’, common themes 
used to analyse Ma Yuan in particular include ‘pantheism’ (泛神论 fanshenlun) 
‘agnosticism’ (不可知性 bukezhixing), ‘primitivism’(原始崇拜 yuanshi chongbai), and 
‘narcissism’(自恋 zilian). 
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critical context, by the time it did take hold it became almost universally 
adopted with few critics (if any) arguing that Ma Yuan should not be 
considered as being an author of metafiction. In this regard alone Zhao’s work 
is an extremely important development in the scholarship on the author, 
although as his articles on Ma Yuan were published in English there is a 
distinct sense of a parallel universe of scholarship being created. Zhao, in 
light of the problematic nature of interpreting a modern Chinese author using 
an imported literary concept, makes an important historical observation in 
relation to Ma Yuan’s ‘western’ influence. As a counter claim against what 
Zhao calls ‘the influence trap’, he suggests that by the time Ma Yuan had 
established himself as a metafictional writer, not one of the famous ‘western’ 
authors of metafiction had been translated into Chinese and published in 
China. Zhao concludes that Ma Yuan’s meta- sensibilities had grown up 
organically within his own critical context. There is, to a certain extent, a 
counter-argument to this conclusion however, in that non-official black market 
copies of western novels were certainly available during the 1980s onwards in 
China’s urban centres and as such it is theoretically possible that Ma Yuan 
had access to the major works of western metafiction before he started writing 
his own. Nevertheless it is much safer to assume that metafiction had 
received little to no exposure within China around the time Ma Yuan started 
writing43 and that the rising meta-sensibility within China in the 1980s was not 
merely a western import. 
Whilst “The rise of metafiction in China” focuses on Chinese metafiction and 
the avant-garde movement in general, Zhao’s 1995 article “Ma Yuan the 
Chinese Fabricator” focuses entirely on the author’s works. This later article’s 
intended purpose appears to be not so much to further the criticism on the 
author than to introduce the author’s works to an English speaking audience. 
The fact that Ma Yuan’s works had barely even registered within the English-
																																																								
43 Even if several works of metafiction were available unofficially at the time for 
example, the quality of their translations into Chinese may have been very poor 
considering that the first official translations of western metafiction were often very 
low quality themselves with many of the most self-reflexive features of these novels 
edited out. Furthermore, Ma Yuan was predominantly based in Tibet throughout his 
writing career which would have further decreased the likelihood that he had been 
exposed to western metafiction. 
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speaking world and had only very rarely been translated is directly mentioned 
in the piece. Similarly, the article assumes that the target reader has no 
previous knowledge of the author’s works and gives detailed biographical 
information and several quoted passages from Ma Yuan’s novels. “Ma Yuan 
the Chinese Fabricator” seems to refrain from involving specific literary 
theories in its argument (the word ‘metafiction’ for example is not mentioned 
even once) and somewhat ironically indulges in the kind of ‘thematic’ analysis 
that Zhao himself had previously identified as insufficient44. Nonetheless the 
article eloquently introduces Ma Yuan to the English-speaking reader, and 
perhaps in its avoidance of using the term ‘metafiction’ is attempting to incite a 
broader interest in the author for his own merits, rather than as an example of 
a literary trend already familiar to its target audience. In introducing the 
author, however, Zhao also makes some interesting points regarding the 
dynamics of Ma Yuan’s texts and what interpretative possibilities they enable. 
In particular Zhao identifies the author’s realignment of traditional literary 
structures of meaning:  
 
“The meaning of the text is the result of an operation on the 
metalingual level. To foil the metalingual control, Ma Yuan’s fiction 
seems to work entirely on the surface of events. In this way the text 
ceases to be a signpost pointing to any implied meaning.” 45 
 
This concludes the point that many critics had been moving towards for some 
time: In Ma Yuan’s works the literary conventions designed to give 
verisimilitude to the text and enable a realist reading are either discarded or 
deliberately exposed within the text. For Zhao this self-reflexivity in literary 
																																																								
44 Zhao, Henry. “Ma Yuan the Chinese Fabricator.” World Literature Today 
(University of Oklahoma) 69, no. 2 (1995): p. 316: “Ma Yuan comes to his own 
version of pantheism, very similar to the Taoist understanding that ultimate truth 
exists everywhere, with ants, with excrement.” 
45 Zhao, Henry. “Ma Yuan the Chinese Fabricator.” World Literature Today 
(University of Oklahoma) 69, no. 2 (1995): p. 316 
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form can be interpreted as a need for culture to look inward at itself and come 
to terms with its identity:  
 
“Avant-Garde fiction today, with its powerful meta-sensibility, tries to 
expose all manoeuvring of meaning by any meta-language, thus 
negating the rationality of codes. This apparent nihilism actually springs 
from an ontological awareness of the need for thoroughgoing cultural 
criticism.”46 
 
Zhao’s articles represent the two most important English language sources on 
the author but they are rarely drawn upon by Chinese critics47, which is 
regrettable considering how cogently they place the author within an 
identifiable literary framework for the first time. There was a clear drop off in 
critical activity on Ma Yuan after 1989 and throughout the 1990s, so Zhao’s 
articles may not have come at the right time to play a part in reconfiguring the 
direction of scholarship on the author. Nevertheless, Zhao’s articles 
comprehensively de-problematise the process of applying the ‘western’ 
concept of metafiction to a Chinese author through arguing why literary self-
reflexivity is relevant to a Chinese critical context as a form of literary, 
linguistic and ontological self-examination. 
Another of the relatively few other articles published within China on Ma Yuan 
in the 1990s was Shao Yanjun’s “Cong jiaoliu jingyan dao jingyan xushu 48” 
published in 1994. At this point in time Ma Yuan was being understood 
primarily as a ‘new wave’ (新潮 xinchao) or ‘avant-garde’ author as the 
concept of metafiction and the Chinese term ‘元小说’ (yuanxiaoshuo) had not 
yet appeared within mainland Chinese scholarship. Indeed, the main 
																																																								
46 Zhao, Henry. “The rise of metafiction in China.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, University of London LV, no. 1 (1992): p.99 
47 Not one of the Chinese language sources that I have incorporated in this literature 
review draws on Zhao’s work. 
48 Shao, Yanjun. “Cong jiaoliu jingyan dao jingyan xushu.” Literary Review, no. 1 
(1994): pp 97 - 105 
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argument of Shao’s article can be traced right back to Mao Zedong’s “Talks at 
the Yan’an conference on Literature and Art” with its claim that Ma Yuan was 
“shifting from ‘what to write’ to ‘how to write’ ”(从’写什么’转向’怎么写’ cong ‘xie 
shenme’ zhuanxiang ‘zenme xie’)49. This specific terminology (‘写什么’ ‘xie 
shenme’ and ‘怎么写’ ‘zenme xie’) is an expression of the supposed 
dichotomy between content and form which is firmly rooted in the realist 
literary ideals of China’s recent past. For Shao, Ma Yuan’s works represent a 
transition from his early attempts to ‘communicate experience’ (交流经验 
jiaoliu jingyan) into his period of ‘narrative self-consciousness’ (叙述自觉 
xushu zijue) when he began to sacrifice content for form, turning his back on 
realism in favour of literary experimentation. For Shao and for many other 
scholars who adopt this ‘what to write’ to ‘how to write’ dichotomy, the author’s 
intentions are understood as a rejection of ‘content’ so that “by the time Ma 
Yuan enters his experimental stage with narrative, all his experience is 
pushed out by his intense desire for narrative”50. This shift is clearly not seen 
as an admirable literary impulse:  
 
“In leaving the dense world of experience, the author hides behind his 
narrative techniques and with great enthusiasm, plays a joke on the 
reader, creating the ‘Ma Yuan practical joke’. This has aroused much 
anger amongst readers and critics. He is one of the main reasons why 
people will in the long term abandon avant-garde literature, and it is for 
this reason that people question the creative sincerity of all avant-garde 
writers”51.  
 
																																																								
49 Shao, Yanjun. “Cong jiaoliu jingyan dao jingyan xushu.” Literary Review, no. 1 
(1994): p.97 
50 Shao, Yanjun. “Cong jiaoliu jingyan dao jingyan xushu.” Literary Review, no. 1 
(1994):  p.98 
51 Shao, Yanjun. “Cong jiaoliu jingyan dao jingyan xushu.” Literary Review, no. 1 
(1994):  p.98 
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In this particular critic’s opinion Ma Yuan has committed a terrible sin against 
literature and brought into question its credibility. Statements like those above 
clearly attach a strong social and cultural responsibility to literature in its 
realist tradition, and for many critics Ma Yuan’s ‘narrative self-consciousness’ 
was seen as a serious affront to the ideals of literature. Whilst Shao’s article 
certainly touches on other interesting aspects of the author52, the ‘what to 
write’ / ‘how to write’ concept is by far the most significant element of the 
article and it is one that re-appears frequently in subsequent scholarship. 
Interestingly though, despite the overwhelmingly negative reception to the 
author’s works, the concept of ‘narrative self-consciousness’ does at least hint 
at a building understanding of self-reflexivity. Regardless of Shao’s 
judgements on the literary merits of this process, in stating that Ma Yuan 
displays an awareness of narrative structures within his works, Shao is 
indicating that Ma Yuan’s works are self-reflexive which is another step closer 
to identifying the author’s works as metafictions within Chinese scholarship. 
Moving out of the 1990s there was a significant increase in the number of 
articles on Ma Yuan being published. One of the first such articles in this new 
phase of scholarship was Liu Xueyan’s “Lun Ma Yuan xiaoshuo zhong de 
xingshi ganyu” published in 2001. The ‘formal interventions’53 that Liu is 
focusing on are essentially instances in which Ma Yuan’s narrative form 
somehow breaks from conventional literary expectations. For Liu, these 
‘interventions’ fall into three categories: “cross-level [narrative] interventions” 
(跨层干预 kuaceng ganyu), “meta-narrative interventions” (超叙述干预 
chaoxushu ganyu54), and “satirical interventions”(反讽干预 fanfeng ganyu55).  
																																																								
52 For example this is the first of many instances in which Ma Yuan’s works are 
compared to those of Jorge Luis Borges: many subsequent articles specifically 
attempt to identify Borges’ influence on Ma Yuan (see for example Xifang, Zhao. 
"Bo'erhesi - Ma Yuan - Xianfeng xiaoshuo." Xiaoshuo pinglun 6 (2005): 30-34.). 
53 The term ‘intervention’ (干预 ganyu) is an interesting choice for this topic, the 
implication is that the author is intervening into an otherwise complete and 
uncompromised narrative form. 
54 It seems that as with the term ‘超小说’chaoxiaoshuo being a precedent for the 
now conventionalised term ‘元小说’yuanxiaoshuo, the prefix‘超’chao was 
commonly used instead of  ‘元’ yuan in relation to other ‘meta’ concepts. 
55 Liu, Xueyan. “Lun Ma Yuan xiaoshuo zhong de xingshi ganyu.” Journal of Xinjiang 
University (Social Sciences Edition) 29, no. 2 (2001):pp 99-102 
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The first of these categories, “cross-level [narrative] interventions”, needs to 
be first explained in terms of what Liu understands as a narrative level. Within 
his argument Liu explains this narrative technique in reference to the following 
model of narrative levels: 
[Author][Narrator][Characters][Narratee56] 
Hence Liu refers to narrative levels being crossed in reference to the 4 stages 
above. In particular, Liu identifies four types of cross-level interventions within 
Ma Yuan’s novels: when the author appears directly within the narrative 
process, when characters in the novel directly criticise the author, when 
characters in the novel directly criticise the narrator and his narrative 
technique, and finally when characters directly address the narratee57. For Liu 
these are all examples of components of the novel doing things they are not 
supposed to, thereby breaking the narrative framework. Liu’s article marks the 
first time that the scholarship on Ma Yuan started to actually formalise the 
author’s narrative techniques. Whereas earlier articles referred to ‘narrative 
shifts’ or ‘switches in view-points’, from this point in time on the scholarship 
displays a more systematic and theoretically grounded approach. The second 
type of ‘intervention’, namely the ‘meta-narrative intervention’, is for Liu the 
narrative technique most frequently used by the author:  
 
“Specifically this is revealed in the narrator’s underlining his control 
over the narrative within the text itself, especially his control over 
narrative techniques”58.  
																																																								
56 In later texts on Ma Yuan, this translation of the term narratee 叙述接受者 xushu 
jieshouzhe is conventionalised and replaced with 被叙述者 bei xushuzhe. It is also 
worth noting that the term ‘characters’ 人物 renwu is abandoned in later scholarship 
in favour of a more simple ‘narrator’ – ‘narratee’ relationship (See page 51 for an 
analysis of Booth’s theory of the implied author and a more comprehensive version 
of this narrative flow chart). 
57 Liu, Xueyan. “Lun Ma Yuan xiaoshuo zhong de xingshi ganyu.” Journal of Xinjiang 
University (Social Sciences Edition) 29, no. 2 (2001): pp. 99-100 
58 Liu, Xueyan. “Lun Ma Yuan xiaoshuo zhong de xingshi ganyu.” Journal of Xinjiang 
University (Social Sciences Edition) 29, no. 2 (2001): p.100 
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This ‘intervention’ is now getting very close to an analysis of metafiction and 
its trademark ‘self-reflexivity’. Liu is highlighting the texts’ self-reflexive nature 
by stressing the author’s ‘control’, which raises the very interesting distinction 
between ‘writing’ and ‘controlling’ a text. In this context what is being stressed 
here is that the narrative techniques through which the author controls a text 
are being exposed. The author does not exert an increased amount of control 
over the text but rather the mechanisms of control have been exposed and 
this in itself is a very complicated concept and an integral part of metafiction 
theory. Although Liu’s article does not go to any great depths of analysis on 
this point59, the ground work was being laid for Ma Yuan to be conceptualised 
as an author of meta-fiction with a structured literary framework. Furthermore, 
one of the most important points of this article is that it makes a distinction 
between ‘author’ and ‘narrator’. The confusion surrounding the author’s status 
within the text has continuously been one of the key stumbling blocks for 
many critics (see page 51) and it can be argued that confusing a metafictional 
text’s narrator for its author is one of the key narratological misunderstandings 
underpinning much of the criticism of Ma Yuan and metafiction in general. 
Liu’s third and final focal point, ‘satirical intervention’, adds another interesting 
element to critical understanding of metafictional texts. For Liu, the satirical 
qualities of metafictions are not based on their potential for intertextual parody 
of other texts or generic tropes and in this sense the term ‘satirical 
intervention’ is quite misleading; what Liu is actually referring to here is more 
in line with the concept of narrative unreliability rather than the parodic 
qualities of metafictions. Liu gives examples within Ma Yuan’s texts of 
instances where the narrator devotes himself to describing his particular word 
choices or possible structural problems with the very text he has been 
narrating. For Liu these interventions have no purpose in relation to the 
narrative process, to the extent that in his opinion, Ma Yuan’s fondness for 
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describes Ma Yuan as doing so in order to ‘play word games’ (玩文字游戏 wan wenzi 
youxi). Dismissive terminology such as this can be seen throughout the body of 
scholarship on the author.  
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commenting on the meta-narrative level “is suspiciously like the author 
showing off his vocabulary or deliberately making things complicated [for the 
reader]”60. Whilst some critics labelled Ma Yuan as a literary narcissist out to 
lure the reader into his ‘narrative trap’, Liu is suggesting that there may be a 
deliberate satirical element to these ‘interventions’ essentially arguing that the 
narrator should be read ironically. Satire, it seems, is at least a way in which 
aspects of the author’s works are being given the opportunity to have deeper 
connotations and a stronger purpose in relation to the text as a whole. 
However, Liu still draws upon the concept of the ‘word game’ in stating that 
the point of these satirical interventions is to remind the reader that “the 
narrator has the authority to play his games and that the reader has long 
since been tricked into the palm of the author’s hand61”. Putting this aside 
though, introducing satire as a deliberate narrative concept is in itself an 
interesting development in the scholarship on the author in that it hints at the 
texts’ ability to destabilise and satirise naturalised narrative conventions. 
Also published in 2001, Liu Xiaobo’s article “Cong "chuangzuo" zhexiang 
"xiezuo" picks up on the ‘what to write’ / ‘how to write’ dichotomy and 
expresses this in terms of ‘creating’ and ‘writing’. In an article very similar to 
Shao Yanjun’s mentioned above, Liu states that:  
 
“Creating emphasises ‘what to write’, whereas writing tends towards 
‘how to write’. With the former, the essence of what one writes is 
decided from unifying truth and imagination. The latter is merely the 
search for a break in the interlocking coordinates of literature”62.  
 
																																																								
60 Liu, Xueyan. “Lun Ma Yuan xiaoshuo zhong de xingshi ganyu.” Journal of Xinjiang 
University (Social Sciences Edition) 29, no. 2 (2001): p.101 
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Liu Xiaobo clearly agrees with the form/content dichotomy and is concluding 
that in allegedly favouring form over content, Ma Yuan’s novels have no 
value:  
 
“It is very hard for anyone to find any kind of concealed focal point 
amongst these scattered fragments63, they are not coming from any 
deeper source. People are slowly starting to realise that Ma Yuan is not 
passing through complicated structures of discourse in order to 
approach any depth in understanding. It is likely that there is nothing 
going on behind these fragments. There is no deeper meaning to be 
discovered here”64.  
 
For Liu, Ma Yuan is again creating ‘narrative traps’, playing ‘word games’, and 
is creating texts that seem alluring but are essentially meaningless. This 
particular approach to Ma Yuan has the double-edged effect of dissuading the 
reader’s desire to engage in a deeper understanding of the texts (by saying 
there is nothing going on below the surface) whilst at the same time giving the 
critic’s analysis the veneer of insightfulness. It is fair to say that many readers 
were keen to be given interpretive guidance in their reading of such a 
challenging and provocative author. However by declaring that they have 
worked out that there is nothing to work out in these texts, Liu and others 
have stunted and curtailed the scholarship on Ma Yuan. 
Du Qingbo’s 2002 article “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo zhong de shijian” takes the 
analysis of the author further away from the thematic and analyses his novels 
specifically regarding time. One interesting aspect of this article is that (apart 
from works by Ma Yuan) its list of references is entirely comprised of ‘western’ 
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sources on literary theory. This increasing exposure to western literary 
theories is a definite trend within Ma Yuan scholarship after the year 2000 but 
simultaneously it is also oddly juxtaposed against the recurring usage of 
realist and even Maoist concepts (such as the ‘what to write’/’how to write’ 
dichotomy). Although the term ‘metafiction’ is not used in this particular article, 
it was now approaching the cusp of the period in which critical work on Ma 
Yuan comprehensively absorbed the author into a thoroughly metafictional 
literary framework.  
Within Du’s analysis some individual works by Ma Yuan are identified as 
having unique narrative traits in terms of time (In particular “Lasa shenghuo 
zhong de san zhong shijian” 拉萨生活中的三中时间 is singled out for 
individual attention), however Du treats these as exceptional cases as the 
majority of the author’s works do not follow this particular pattern. Du identifies 
the most common mode in which time functions throughout the majority of the 
author’s works as follows:  
 
“The way in which time is handled in Ma Yuan’s novels can be said to 
be a reflexion of the author’s state of mind, he does not want or even 
feel the need to give any order to events, or to give a running account 
of events through a flat narrative”65.  
 
In this way Ma Yuan’s narrative technique in terms of time is to present texts 
that seem as though they are ‘in the process of happening’66 which is very 
similar to the concept of ‘synchronous narration’. In this way Du likens Ma 
Yuan’s novels to ‘stage plays’ (话剧 huaju), as if everything is ‘happening’ in 
real time. For Du, the philosophical implication of this narrative technique is to 
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emphasise that “time is not empty, it is a kind of existence”67; in eschewing 
the logic of arranging events in order to emphasise cause and effect, past and 
future, background and consequence, Ma Yuan presents a world in which 
narrative time is real time, thereby bringing the reader closer into the narrative 
process. Whilst this is an interesting philosophical conclusion about the role of 
time within Ma Yuan’s novels, this conclusion is not grounded within any 
narratological framework and there is no genuine explanation of how exactly 
the narrative can appear to be a ‘reflexion of the author’s mind’ or how events 
can be ‘in the process of happening’ within the text. 
Within the relatively limited number of texts analysing Ma Yuan published in 
English, one of the most significant works of scholarship other than Henry 
Zhao’s was Yang Xiaobin’s excellent analysis of Chinese avant-garde fiction 
“The Chinese postmodern : trauma and irony in Chinese avant-garde fiction” 
in which a chapter is devoted to analysing Ma Yuan entitled “Narratorial 
Parabasis and Mise-en-Abyme68. Yang’s chapter on Ma Yuan incorporates an 
analysis of seven of the author’s works in a relatively short space in an 
attempt to summarise the creative impulse and formal features driving the 
author’s entire body of work. Yang’s analysis of Ma Yuan is part of a wider 
analysis of avant-garde fiction in general and consequently Ma Yuan is often 
identified in terms of his connection to a wider cultural impetus. For Yang, Ma 
Yuan is identified as being a part of “the Chinese avant-gardes’ effort to cut 
into Maoist discourse by constantly evoking the textual reflexivity, the 
ceaseless play of language, or “overdetermination,” which suggests that the 
determined determines and presupposes an endless movement between the 
determined and the determinant”69. This overarching understanding of avant-
garde fiction and of Ma Yuan specifically is very similar to Henry Zhao’s ‘crisis 
of codes’ argument in that Yang is suggesting that the literary language 
inherited by the Chinese avant-gardists was a dogmatic and suffocatingly 
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formulaic and manipulative pattern of meaning making which needed to be 
exposed and destabilised. For Yang, Ma Yuan plays a part in the avant-
gardists cause by ‘dissolving’ the conventionalised narrative process and 
departing from narrative totality “by way of self-interruption and self-
referrentiality that question the legitimacy of the homogenous grand 
narrative”70. The concept of Ma Yuan functioning as a corrosive force against 
a teleological ‘grand narrative’ is perhaps the most significant conclusion of 
Yang’s analysis. Again this is very similar to Henry Zhao’s perspective on the 
Chinese avant-garde and is a very engaging overview of Ma Yuan in relation 
to a wider cultural perspective. The nature of this analysis however is 
inherently influenced by its role as part of a wider attempt to provide a 
typography of avant-garde literature as a whole and to this extent it does not 
function as a complete textual analysis of any one particular text by the 
author. What Yang’s analysis does achieve however is to present a 
compelling and engaging argument to explain a set of wider cultural 
implications behind the metafictional impulse within China at the time Ma 
Yuan was writing. This is certainly extremely useful for understanding the 
wider literary environment in which specific metafictional works by Ma Yuan 
are to be interpreted. 
Moving into 2003, Ge Xue’s ‘Xushu de meili’71 again draws on the ‘what to 
write’ / ‘how to write’ concept but focuses on this idea with closer attention 
paid to literary history within China and some of the wider implications of this 
idea. According to Ge, the move from ‘what to write’ to ‘how to write’ started 
as part of the ‘new-era novels’ (新时期小说 xinshiqi xiaoshuo) of the 1980s 
against the backdrop of China’s opening up and the import of new ‘western’ 
literary and cultural theory on narratology and semiotics. This move was a 
“turning inward on itself” 72 for literature as writers began to question the 
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fundamental nature and role of the novel. The result of this trend was that the 
architecture of the novel became exposed: 
 
“The form and structure of the novel no longer passively reflects and 
holds up the content, it now actively changes and controls the 
content”73.  
 
Moreover as part of this turn inwards, the narrator him/herself became an 
increasingly prominent figure within the narrative structure:  
 
“Within Chinese novels after 1985 the narrator becomes increasingly 
visible and even intervenes into the mood of the novel as well as the 
events and relationships within it. The ‘I’ as narrator controls the novels 
content but at the same time is restricted by the relationships within the 
novel itself. The narrator is no longer omniscient”74.   
 
Identifying a lack of an omniscient narrator is one of the most important 
aspects of Ge’s article in that critical attention on Ma Yuan had not analysed 
this aspect of the author’s narrative fully until this point. Ge sees the narrator’s 
lack of omniscience as a consequence of the narrative becoming infused with 
highly individual and psychological text that demonstrates “the subjective tone 
of the writer’s individualism75”. This individualism is coupled with a broadening 
of the narrative structure so that both the narrator and the characters within 
the narrated world speak as an ‘I’ in the text, giving the impression that they 
speak for themselves. The narrative then is broken up into a series of 
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subjectivities in the apparent absence of a higher controlling voice that is able 
to mediate their actions through its narrative distance and omniscience. Ge 
describes this process as the creation of a ‘multi-dimensional world’76 (二元世
界 eryuan shijie) in which “the relationship between the author and the novel’s 
characters is no longer that of the controller and the controlled”77. 
Also published in 2003, He Renjun’s ‘Luelun Mayuan xiaoshuo de xushi yishu’ 
makes the important step of adopting the term ‘metafiction’ (元小说 
yuanxiaoshuo) for one of the first times in Chinese (Henry Zhao used the 
English term in his English language article almost 10 years prior to this) in 
direct reference to Ma Yuan. He understands this term as a description of 
novels in which “the author will often appear in the text itself, and the 
characters will often break the framework of the novel and make the author 
and the narrator the target of their dialogue”78. Although this is by no means a 
comprehensive description of metafiction, it is an important step in focusing 
Ma Yuan’s work through an identifiable analytical framework. From this point 
onwards almost all critical works on the author use the term ‘metafiction’ in 
Chinese in order to categorise Ma Yuan’s work as part of an identified literary 
trend. He Renjun then goes on to describe two further aspects of Ma Yuan’s 
metafictional texts as being “the tendency to reveal the structures and thought 
processes behind creating the novel within the text itself” and “open 
declarations of the text’s fictionality”79. According to He, Ma Yuan “takes the 
techniques behind the novel and turns them into the object of the narrative 
itself and in doing so he is discussing the structure and thought process 
behind the text. The purpose of this is to let the reader know that a novel is 
nothing more than fiction”80. One interesting phrase which is repeated 
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throughout the article is “the traditional expectations of the reader81” which he 
identifies as being challenged by Ma Yuan’s work. This increased attention on 
the reader opens up another important area on which to focus in analysing Ma 
Yuan’s works as it moves away from the idea of there being an essential truth 
or correct interpretation of the texts but rather readings and conventionalised 
responses. This is also complemented by the idea that Ma Yuan’s works are 
‘talking’ directly to the reader and hence breaking through the control of an 
omniscient and reliable narrator who creates the sense of an observed and 
mediated world. Again like Ge Xue’s article, He Renjun sees the narrator’s 
unreliability as being a key element in the dialogue between ‘reader’ and 
narrator and a key characteristic of Ma Yuan’s novels. This is also one of the 
key factors behind this shift in ‘the expectations of the reader’:  
“readers trust the narrator in knowing that he can tell them what 
happens in the text and how it happens. Ma Yuan’s narrative though is 
not like this; it follows the natural dimensions of time and the order of 
the world. The narrator doesn’t know any more than the reader, instead 
he goes along with the reader together in discovering ‘what could 
happen’ or ‘how it could happen’”82 
 
In this sense, “the narrator merely shows the way, taking the reader along 
with him to experience events and situations together”83. He’s conclusion 
about the literary consequence of this break in readers’ expectations however, 
draws upon some of the previous dismissive analysis on Ma Yuan describing 
the author’s works as ‘word games’ or ‘intellectual Rubik’s cubes’:  
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“There is no need for us to search for any ultimate meaning in Ma 
Yuan’s texts, reading them is nothing more than a form of relaxation, 
exploration, or play”84.  
 
He’s analysis ultimately returns to the idea of ‘word games’ and ‘narrative 
traps’ which do not need to be analysed to any depth. As with many articles 
on Ma Yuan however, the idea of the narrative trap has again prevented the 
critic from attempting to interpret the texts and expand upon the conclusions 
made about the author’s narrative techniques. 
By 2005 metafiction theory had been comprehensively adopted into the 
critical discourse on Ma Yuan’s novels. Zeng Jun’s “Jie "xushixing” quotes 
Patricia Waugh’s Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction 
in identifying ‘self-reflexivity’ (自反性 zifanxing) and ‘formal-instability’ (形式的
不稳定性 xingshi de buwendingxing) as the two fundamental elements of a 
metafictional text. Zeng claims that although traces of self-reflexivity can be 
found within Chinese literature right back to “The Journey to the West” (西游
记 Xiyouji), Ma Yuan can still be called China’s first writer of metafiction so 
that “what was formerly called ‘Ma Yuan-style narrative’ by critics can now 
simply be understood as metafictional narrative techniques”85. Again this 
reinforces the fact that from the year 2003 onwards, Ma Yuan was 
overwhelmingly being interpreted through the literary concept of metafiction 
which critics were increasingly exploring and defining within a Chinese 
context. In identifying some key elements of metafiction, Zeng attempts to 
reconfigure the ‘what to write/how to write’ dichotomy. For Zeng, simply 
saying that Ma Yuan shifted towards form over content does not capture the 
dynamics of metafiction and he suggests a more complicated dynamic 
through the analysis of the word ‘narrative’ (叙事 xushi). In taking the two 
character verb-object compound word for narrative, Zeng suggests that the 
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verb as first half of the phrase ‘叙’ xu is the same as ‘how to write’, whilst the 
object ‘事’ shi stands for ‘what to write’. In suggesting this, Zeng is stating that 
‘narrative’ encompasses both sides of the dichotomy; they are its constituent 
components and therefore one cannot be sacrificed for the other. Taking this 
a step further Zeng also goes on to reassess the dynamics of metafictional 
narrative using the same analysis of the term ‘叙事’ xushi. For metafiction, 
Zeng suggests that the dynamics of narrative are not moving from ‘what to 
write’ to ‘how to write’ but are instead moving towards ‘writing how to write’ (写 
‘怎么写’  xie ‘zenmexie’) or put in another way, the term ‘叙事’ xushi has 
become ‘叙叙’ xuxu with narrative itself being the object of the act of narrating. 
Extrapolating on this shift, Zeng quotes Patricia Waugh in stating that writers 
of metafiction are aware of the limitations of language and the impossibility of 
ever being able to reflect truth through writing. In light of the impossibility of 
representing existence through language, Zeng goes on to claim that “the 
novel can only describe the discourse of existence, reality is only the effect of 
language. These kinds of concepts directly lead the writers of metafiction to 
making adjustments in the strategy of narrative”86. For Zeng, metafiction is a 
part of a wider cultural discourse on the nature of language and its 
relationship with reality; it is a literary expression of the wider cultural and 
linguistic achievements of the latter part of the 20th century. Moreover it is a 
form of expression that has recently begun within a Chinese context. Zeng 
claims that the first stage of metafiction is ‘writing about how to write’ with the 
logical extreme of the metaficitonal novel an infinite layering of metalanguage 
to create “the novel ‘about writing about writing about writing…’”87. Zeng 
claims that Chinese metafiction has only reached this first stage, so that the 
possibilities for this form of literary expression are by definition endless. 
By 2006, critical works on Ma Yuan published in China had become well and 
truly immersed in the world of metafiction theory, so much so that some critics 
in discussing the author paid little attention to his individual works. Instead, 
many articles appeared that used Ma Yuan as a point of departure to discuss 
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metafiction as a genre and spent little time analysing the characteristics of his 
individual texts. Deng Hua’s “Yuanxiaoshuo de tedian ji weiji” uses Ma Yuan 
as a template for understanding the features of metafiction. Deng identifies 
two fundamental characteristics of metafiction: “self-reflexivity” and “the 
appearance of a unique position for the author”88. For Deng, self-reflexivity is 
expressed in terms of the open declaration of narrative techniques:  
 
“In traditional novels, reality has been taken as the ultimate goal. The 
deeper the text’s fictional techniques are concealed, the more the 
author’s skill is revealed. In metafictions however these fictional 
techniques are deliberately revealed, and how they have been thought 
up and how they are being narrated is openly discussed. This is then 
saying that the novel is just fabrication in order to dispel the so-called 
realism of traditional novels”89.  
 
Along with this self-exposure of the framework of the novel, the other crucial 
aspect of self-reflexivity for Deng is overt fictionality. A text declaring that it is 
fictional completely changes the dynamic of a readership that has grown 
accustomed to realist fiction and for Deng “it has already become the basic 
prerequisite for works of metafiction, it has released literature from the cage of 
‘reality’ and given it a new lifeline”90. It is interesting to note at this stage that 
the metaphor of the ‘narrative trap’ has found its opposite in the ‘release from 
the cage’; the traps and tricks of the early scholarship had now transformed 
into a sense of escape and freedom from constraint. Moving on to Deng’s 
second point, ‘the appearance of a unique position for the author’, the author’s 
role in the text is analysed not in terms of omniscience or reliability, but the 
closeness in its relationship with the narrated world and the reader. For Deng, 
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“The distance between author and reader has been shortened”91 so that “the 
author can directly converse with the characters in the novel and the reader, 
in this way the author has found a position previously unheard of in traditional 
novels”92.  This apparent closeness of the author to the text’s narrated world 
and the readers has been picked up on before, however Deng introduces 
another interesting aspect to this observation which is the apparent infiltration 
of language resembling literary criticism into the texts:  
 
“It seems as if metafictions are a conversation between writer and 
critic, in actual fact though the writer and the critic are the same 
person: the author”93 
 
In self-analysing the narrative structure of the text, metafictions appear to 
provide pre-analysed novels. If the artifice of realism has been broken, then 
there is no longer any need to keep up the illusion that the narrated world is 
representative of any truth or reality. The narrator therefore is free to comment 
on and analyse the text as if he or she were a critic, a reader, an observer of 
an event he or she is part of but not controlling. As hinted at in the title of the 
article, for Deng “the unique characteristics of metafiction are imbued with its 
dangers in that it will not be able to be accepted by the majority of readers”94. 
For Deng, this apparent level of literary criticism within the texts necessitates 
that the reader has a sound knowledge of literary trends and criticism which, 
in his opinion, will alienate a large proportion of the readership. To engage 
with metafiction then, the reader has to be able to keep up with the texts’ own 
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self-analysis. In summarising this point about metafiction’s dangers, Deng 
brings the debate back to the content/form issue once again:  
 
“metafiction needs to learn from realist fiction in that it should not 
blindly pursue formal techniques and variations; it should spend a bit 
more time concentrating on form and plot and furthermore it needs to 
consider readers’ ability to appreciate the text and their aesthetic 
sensibilities”95.  
 
Deng therefore provides a mixed conclusion about metafiction’s merits: 
Releasing fiction from its constraints has allowed the development of a new 
form of text with new demands and expectations on the reader, however, in 
doing so Deng believes most readers will be left unsatisfied, as in spite of its 
artistic and cultural merits, “changing the way readers engage with a text is 
not the kind of thing that can realistically happen in a short space of time”96.  
Bai Zhenyou’s 2006 article “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo yuyan shiyan beihou de huayu 
quanli yishi” analyses Ma Yuan’s work through a wider cultural critical 
perspective. For Bai, Ma Yuan’s novels can be analysed in relation to the 
wider questioning of the nature of language and its relationship to literary and 
political authority. The ‘linguistic turn’ of the 1980s in China saw many critical 
theorists analyse the problematic relationship amongst language, meaning, 
and authority, with a steady influx of translated works of ‘western’ critical 
theorists such as Michel Foucault influencing their analysis. Bai’s article 
attempts to analyse the author’s awareness of these tensions between 
authority and language in order to “assess whether the author’s experiments 
in form have succeeded or failed”97. For Bai, Ma Yuan’s works represent a 
																																																								
95 Deng, Hua. “Yuanxiaoshuo de tedian ji weiji.” Journal of Xiangtan Normal 
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96 Deng, Hua. “Yuanxiaoshuo de tedian ji weiji.” Journal of Xiangtan Normal 
University (Social Science Edition) 28, no. 4 (Jul 2006): p.73 
97 Bai, Zhenyou. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo yuyan shiyan beihou de huayu quanli yishi.” 
Journal of Yanan University (Social Science) 28, no. 6 (December 2006): p.49 
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shift from a collective political consciousness towards a distinctly individualist 
voice in what he describes as a “theatre for the wanton exercise of the 
individual’s authority”98. In particular through identifying the “clear exposure of 
the ‘I’ in the narrative”99 and also in the use of ‘synchronous narration’, Bai 
claims that “the language within Ma Yuan’s novels has clearly broken free 
from the control of political discourse”100. Bai suggests however that the short-
lived nature of avant-garde fiction was due to the “over-expansion of its 
discourse authority”. In Bai’s view, “intoxicated by the game of the signifier”101, 
avant-garde fiction alienated itself from readers:  
 
“Without doubt Ma Yuan’s novels display a definite awareness of 
authority, however because he completely separates the language of 
the self from everyday language, his linguistic explorations ultimately 
were unable to find any resonance with the masses”102.  
 
Paradoxically, Bai is judging Ma Yuan on the basis of his wider socio-cultural 
influence which is a responsibility that he claims the author is freeing himself 
from through his work. Through drawing on wider critical cultural theories Bai 
certainly broadens the range of the body of criticism on Ma Yuan, but 
nevertheless only gives one potential interpretation for metafiction as a genre 
rather than any specific interpretations of Ma Yuan’s works. 
Xue Yahong’s 2008 article “Lun Ma Yuan de duzhe yishi” places its main area 
of focus around the role the reader and ‘readability’ in the author’s works:  
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“In comparison to traditional novels, the concept of avant-garde fiction 
is to transform literature through emphasising ‘how to write’ and not 
‘what to write’. As many critics have said, Ma Yuan’s novels place great 
importance on narrative itself. However if they are saying that Ma Yuan 
does not place any importance on ‘what to write’ then this, I believe, is 
a misinterpretation”103.  
 
Xue suggests that Ma Yuan is a writer who “at the same time as valuing ‘how 
to write’ places extreme importance also on ‘what to write’”104. Xue sees Ma 
Yuan’s intention to address content as well as form as stemming from his 
‘awareness of the reader’ (读者意识 duzhe yishi), which Xue interprets as a 
deliberate emphasis on “satisfying the readers’ demands of the text”105. This 
then is the opposite end of the ‘narrative trap’ argument, in which instead of 
attempting to thwart the reader’s ability to engage with the text, Ma Yuan is 
seen as an author with an acute desire to satisfy his readers to the extent that 
“he displays a kind of pandering to popular taste”106. For Xue, Ma Yuan’s 
‘awareness of the reader’ is displayed in his portrayal of the ‘mystical’ (神秘感 
shenmigan) in his writings on Tibet, and his tendency towards grotesque and 
potentially controversial subject matter. This for Xue is the ‘content’, or the 
‘what to write’ that many critics have neglected in their analysis. Whilst much 
of the analysis on the author is thin, the concept of the ‘awareness of the 
reader’ is an interesting development in the scholarship on Ma Yuan as it 
seems to be being used to negate the idea of the ‘narrative trap’. 
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Zhang Lin’s 2008 article “Ma Yuan xiaosho de wenxueshi yiyi he meixue 
jiazhi” attempts to refocus critical attention on the author through more 
identifiable ‘Chinese’ aesthetic and cultural values. The central issue at the 
core of this particular piece of criticism is Zhang’s belief that Ma Yuan has 
been interpreted through a ‘western’ critical context:  
 
“It seems as if Ma Yuan is merely an example of, or a Chinese style 
imitation of western literary theory. Very few critics place the author 
within a completely Chinese literary historical context”107.  
 
Whilst this seems like an interesting point of departure in order to analyse the 
tensions and problem areas of analysing a Chinese author through literary 
theories which have come about from a separate literary environment, 
unfortunately the article reprises much of the dismissive and anti-western 
tones of some of the earliest works of the 1980s:  
 
“along with the complete ‘westernisation’ of Ma Yuan’s writing 
techniques, his ways of expressing personal experience have followed 
an entirely western path. This is the most regretful aspect of his 
works”108.  
 
This total ‘westernisation’ has forsaken the Chinese cultural experience and 
left the author’s works devoid of any deeper significance. For Zhang, Ma Yuan 
is “like a child who loves to play tricks”109, which means that “as we earnestly 
try and solve his ‘narrative traps’ we gain no aesthetic value, only a sense of 
																																																								
107 Zhang, Lin. “Ma Yuan xiaosho de wenxueshi yiyi he meixue jiazhi.” Journal of 
Foshan University (Social Science Edition) 26, no. 3 (May 2008): p.30 
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intellectual fulfilment”. In concluding her article, Zhang unequivocally states 
that Ma Yuan’s works have little merit:  
 
“Ma Yuan’s novels in their avant-garde and experimental nature were 
certainly what Chinese literature needed at the time in exploring 
different aspects of the novel on a technical level. However in 
implementing the ‘narrative revolution’ Ma Yuan forgot something 
within the novel on a much higher level, an awareness of existence”110.  
 
What this article demonstrates more than anything is that even in 2008 both 
the ‘influence trap’, by which literary works are dismissed wholesale as 
imitations of ‘western’ trends, and the ‘narrative trap’ were still exerting a great 
deal of influence on discussion of Ma Yuan’s works to the extent that some 
critics were still ready to dismiss the author as having little value beyond 
playing childish narrative tricks just as they had done some 20 or more years 
previously. 
Also published in 2008, Xiao Yingying’s “Ma Yuan 'Xugou' de shenceng yiyun” 
attempts to move the discussion of Ma Yuan’s works away from form and 
narrative techniques in order to concentrate on the ‘deeper connotations’ of 
his works. Focusing her paper on “Xugou” alone (which she describes as his 
“representative work”111) Xiao analyses Ma Yuan through the concept of ‘the 
other’ (他者 tazhe) and literary subjectivity. For Xiao, “Xugou” represents a 
complex and multi-layered world of ‘others’ divided by gender, race, language 
and age and she argues that the stylistic elements of Ma Yuan’s writing have 
been over emphasised within critical attention, allowing many critics to ignore 
the ‘content’ of the author’s works:  
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“If Ma Yuan’s uniqueness is merely to be found on a stylistic level then 
surely countless other authors could have easily imitated this 
uniqueness. However the reason why Ma Yuan’s narrative explorations 
have excited so many people is because of his insight, his ability to see 
the true situation behind things and his desire to show what people 
have never seen, and say what people have never heard”112.  
 
Ma Yuan’s portrayal of the other within “Xugou” is an example of this ‘insight’; 
the formal elements of the piece merely augment the ‘deeper connotations’ of 
the text which Xiao interprets as an allegory for the complicated nature of 
subjectivity and the problematic representation of the unknown:  
 
“This kind of fabrication dispels the arbitrary dichotomies between main 
stream and non-main stream, the self and the other, masculinity and 
femininity, ethnic majorities and ethnic minorities, and youth and old 
age”113.  
 
Xiao’s analysis does not attempt to address any formal issues within Ma 
Yuan’s works and makes no mention of metafiction or any other literary 
theories relevant to the author, instead what Xiao offers is more a thematic 
analysis of the text. Whilst this is not a complete approach through which to 
engage with the text (the article itself does not address “Xugou”’s self-
reflexivity at all and how this may influence any interpretations of the text), it is 
at least addressing a very serious issue which is directly related to the 
form/content dichotomy. Xiao, like other critics of Ma Yuan, has clearly 
identified that critical attention on the author has been heavily influenced by a 
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few particular concepts such as the content and form dichotomy, and that this 
has in effect stunted the analysis of the author’s works. 
Liang Yuanfan’s “Zhebian fengjing duhao”114 also engages with the author’s 
works from a wider cultural perspective with a particular emphasis on literary 
authority and the role of the text in a cultural and political sense.  Liang argues 
that following China’s emerging economic prosperity from the mid-1980s 
onwards, the role of literature changed and the responsibilities of realist fiction 
no longer seemed relevant. For Liang, an economically mobile readership 
was now susceptible to new forms of literary expression and the needs of 
readers were being met by the experimental fiction movement with its entirely 
new framework of literary authority:  
 
“For Ma Yuan, the novel is the spiritual embodiment of the author, it is 
not an amalgamation of any political, historical or religious 
consciousness”. 115 
 
As literature, having been freed from its political and cultural duties, was now 
in a position to experiment and find itself, Ma Yuan filled this new cultural 
space and populated it with his own belief in the role of the novel:  
 
“Ma Yuan abandoned the pressures of ideology and culture whilst 
protecting his own belief in the novel that ‘readability’ is its most 
important component”. 116 
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Liang focuses on the idea of ‘readability’ as the impetus behind Ma Yuan’s 
novels and the common ideology that runs throughout his works. For Liang, 
this ‘readability’ can be interpreted through Roland Barthes in what Liang 
identifies as the simultaneous rise of the “I” narrative and the ‘death of the 
author’. In describing the dynamic between author and reader as the creation 
of individual ‘dictionaries’ of meaning, Liang states that:  
 
“Reading, in this sense, has become bilateral; in one sense the reader 
is expounding upon the author’s dictionary, and at the same time the 
reader is using their own dictionary to decode the text. As such the 
narrative and the meaning of the novel is no longer an independent 
unit”117.  
 
According to Liang’s concluding paragraph, Ma Yuan was filling a need 
dictated by market forces which “had raised readers up into the position of 
gods”118 and that in order to appease these ‘gods’ Ma Yuan was providing a 
thoroughly modern literary product. For Liang this modernity was primarily 
expressed in form, leaving a ‘void’ which deliberately sensationalist content 
had to occupy in order to satisfy the demands of ‘readability’. Although Liang’s 
article emphasises Ma Yuan’s alleged rejection of political and cultural control 
over the text, nevertheless literary production is being interpreted by Liang as 
a product which is entirely reliant upon market forces. Ma Yuan’s works 
therefore are products of the demands of readers, and in this clearly extreme 
viewpoint, authors become manufacturers and salespeople attempting to shift 
an entirely commoditised piece of artistic expression. 
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Literature review: Conclusions 
In surveying the body of work written on Ma Yuan there are distinct trends that 
can be identified as well as several key theories that have shaped 
contemporary understanding of the author. The early period of scholarship 
from 1984 to 1989 was overwhelmingly rooted in the interpretive framework 
inherited from realist fiction119. Ma Yuan’s works were analysed in terms of 
their ‘plots’, ‘characters’, ‘themes’, and ‘aims’120. Many of the key concepts 
which have now become so heavily synonymous with the author (such as 
‘metafiction’, ‘narrative awareness’, ‘self-reflexivity’) had not yet appeared at 
this time. Instead Wu Liang’s theory of the ‘narrative trap’ was by far the most 
influential work of this period as it seemed to somehow encapsulate the 
experience of reading Ma Yuan’s works in a way which clearly resonated with 
other critics. Wu’s article does not involve any particular literary theory or 
narratological framework and does not necessarily even attempt to ‘interpret’ 
the author’s works: instead Wu suggests that the narrative architecture of Ma 
Yuan’s works resembles a ‘Möbius strip’ (a structure that loops back on itself) 
which then forms a ‘narrative trap’. Wu’s conclusion is that the reason why 
critics have been struggling to interpret the author’s works as if they were 
realist texts is that these elliptical narratives are actually ‘traps’ designed to 
ensnare the reader in an infinite loop of interpretive impossibility. The 
connotations of the word ‘trap’ are indeed deliberate; a trap can be admired 
for its ingenuity, it can be assessed by how cunningly it has been laid, but 
ultimately it is simply a device to deceive and to restrict. Wu Liang’s analysis 
is not entirely without merit, in many ways for example, the ‘Möbius strip’ 
analogy can be seen as a pre-emption of the concept of ‘self-reflexivity’ that 
would take at least another 10 or so years to be adopted within analysis of the 
author. However the idea of the ‘trap’ has been extremely counter-productive 
and ironically has ‘trapped’ and stunted the understanding of the author’s 
works. It is one of the most significant reasons why Ma Yuan has not received 
																																																								
119 See page 75 for an overview of the implications of ‘realism’ in terms of 
metafiction. 
120 Whilst both ‘plot’ and ‘characters’ are clearly not concepts unique to realism, Ma 
Yuan’s works are often seen as being somehow deficient in these areas in 
accordance with conventionalist reading expectations. 
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the level of scholarship that such an important Chinese author surely 
deserves. As the idea of the ‘trap’ quickly took hold, almost all subsequent 
works on the author relied on it heavily in their analysis and few questioned 
the theory’s merits. Central to this concept is the idea that Ma Yuan’s 
particular style of literary expression is merely an act of formal 
experimentation. For Wu, interpreting Ma Yuan in the same way that critics 
had done in the past (thematic analysis) will ultimately be futile as the text 
only functions on the surface. It would be some time before critics emerged 
from the ‘trap’ and began to reassess its value and look beyond the limits of 
meaning that it had defined. This early period of scholarship therefore can be 
defined by the move from thematic to formal analysis, but also by the 
problematic nature of this move as exemplified by the ‘narrative trap’ theory. 
The 1990s saw a rare split in the scholarship on Ma Yuan, with Henry Zhao’s 
articles in English moving scholarship towards metafiction theory on one 
hand, and Chinese scholarship regressing to Maoist terminology on the other. 
Whilst the ‘what to write’ and ‘how to write’ dichotomy resurfaced in China, 
Henry Zhao, in a unique position outside of China and being able to draw 
upon nearly twenty years of metafiction theory, identified Ma Yuan’s texts as 
works of metafiction for the first time. The concepts of self-reflexivity and 
fictionality were now introduced into the scholarship on the author, although 
only within scholarship outside of China at that point. Henry Zhao’s two 
articles in English moved the analysis on the author into a more theoretically 
grounded space and attempted to ignite interest in Ma Yuan with an English-
speaking audience. It is fascinating to note that parallel to these articles, 
Chinese scholarship was pushing its understanding backwards into its literary 
past: The “what to write’ and ‘how to write dichotomy’ was a direct descendant 
of Maoist literary theory and this dichotomy between the ‘form’ and ‘content’ of 
literature became the cynosure of literary analysis during the 1980s and 
1990s within China. Through Wu Liang’s assertion that Ma Yuan should be 
engaged with on a formal level alone, Chinese critics questioned the very 
value of a literature that operates on a formal level alone at the expense of 
‘content’. At this point Ma Yuan is understood as a writer with no regard for 
‘content’ and the implications of this to critics were that the author had turned 
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his back on the social, political and cultural responsibilities of literature 
reducing it to a mere ‘practical joke’. This highlights the source of some of the 
main issues surrounding scholarship on Ma Yuan within China in that the 
‘narrative trap’ concept was compelling enough to enable a great number of 
critics to make resolute conclusions about Ma Yuan’s works based on their 
perceived inability to fulfil the socio-political functions of realist texts. Whereas 
the ‘narrative trap’ initially dissuaded critics from engaging too closely with Ma 
Yuan’s works (leaving them for example, to merely admire them as pieces of 
experimental or avant-garde literature which ultimately are meaningless), the 
‘what to write’/’how to write’ dichotomy became an interpretive framework 
through which critics became increasingly vocal in their disapproval of the 
value of the author’s works. In this way literature was still afforded very strong 
utilitarian values as Ma Yuan’s works were often criticised using an essentially 
Maoist socialist-realism interpretive framework for having no social, political or 
cultural benefits121. Many critics believed that in reducing the seriousness of 
literature, in rejecting the content of the novel (its most important aspect) in 
favour of form (which should merely act as a delivery method for content), Ma 
Yuan was dragging fiction into a meaningless abyss. 
Another dominant trend throughout this early period in particular was the 
influence of the ‘linguistic’ turn, which although primarily focused on 
structuralist and post-structuralist linguistics, undoubtedly influenced literary 
studies and critical theory. Within this context Ma Yuan’s works were 
interpreted in terms of their linguistic explorations and were considered by 
some critics to be examples of ‘word games’. Many critics interpreted Ma 
Yuan’s works as pushing language into unfamiliar and uncomfortable territory 
in order to experiment with the rapidly eroding representability of language. 
Critics certainly found merit in Ma Yuan’s works as part of the ‘linguistic turn’ 
but ultimately, like the narrative trap, their conclusions were often that the 
author’s works were indeed just ‘games’ which were not worthy of detailed 
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the social, political and cultural significance of literature had been interpreted through 
the ideals of Maoist socialist realism at the time. 
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analysis. Indeed many critics made their disapproval of creating ‘word games’ 
abundantly clear in their appraisal of Ma Yuan. 
Moving past the year 2000, many critics started to reassess the concept of the 
‘trap’ and the form/content dichotomy. It was also at this time that Chinese 
scholarship was increasingly using key works of metafiction theory122 so that 
by the end of the decade almost all critical works on Ma Yuan regard the 
author’s works as metafiction without question. As critics increasingly 
established a metafictional framework to interpret Ma Yuan’s works, by the 
end of this decade critics started to suggest wider critical cultural approaches 
to the texts, with many turning to the works of Lacan, Foucault and Barthes in 
order to interpret the cultural implications of Ma Yuan’s metafiction. However, 
the current scholarship is very patchy in its analysis, the main problem area 
being that no critic has yet conducted an adequate analysis of specific 
metafictional texts by Ma Yuan. In accepting Ma Yuan as an author of 
metafiction, the unanswered question remains what exactly are the specific 
metafictional components of his texts and what functions do they perform? 
One factor influencing this is that throughout the scholarship on Ma Yuan 
there has been a strong tension between formal and non-formal modes of 
interpretation. When metafiction theory did take root the vast majority of critics 
drew on a handful of the formal elements of this theory in order to classify Ma 
Yuan as an author of metafiction. The major works of metafiction theory 
however, devote a significant proportion of their analysis to investigating the 
specific literary dynamics of the core elements of metafiction, so that the 
identification of formal instances of self-reflexivity is only the starting point in 
any literary investigation into the dynamics of a particular text. It is certainly 
not true, for example, that all self-reflexive texts act in the same way and 
perform the same functions. Furthermore, literary analysis in China has been, 
and still remains, heavily influenced by political approaches to literature to the 
extent that Ma Yuan’s works are often reduced to being a function of the 
socio-political concept of ‘avant-garde’ or ‘experimental’ fiction. Metafiction in 
this understanding is merely an imported concept which describes the 
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‘delivery method’ or ‘apparatus’ for Ma Yuan’s ‘experiments’ and as such is of 
secondary concern to the socio-political role that Ma Yuan was allegedly 
fulfilling. The tendency within Chinese literary scholarship to identify texts as 
socio-political artefacts and authors as agents of literary ‘schools’ or broader 
cultural impulses (which all too frequently understand literature as part of a 
wider effort to enrich, explore, redefine or come to terms with ‘Chinese 
culture’) has had a clear influence on the reception of Ma Yuan’s works within 
China. What we are left with then to a great extent is a body of criticism which 
has engaged in generic identification, selecting individual elements from the 
author’s entire body of work to reach the conclusion that Ma Yuan, as part of 
a collective ‘experimental’ and ‘avant-garde’ impulse shared by many authors 
at that time, engaged in literary experimentation using a literary technique that 
can be identified as metafiction. What is needed therefore to advance 
scholarship on Ma Yuan is to move away from generic identification and on to 
the interpretation of specific individual texts by the author through a rigorous 
theoretical framework.  The next chapter provides a detailed overview of one 
such theoretical framework and approach to metafictions, and explicates how 
analysis of works of metafiction by Ma Yuan will be conducted in this thesis.  
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Chapter 2: Methodological framework 
 
In the short space of time between W.H Gass’s first usage of the term 
‘metafiction’ in Fiction and the Figures of Life in 1976, and Patricia Waugh’s 
comprehensive exploration of metafiction in Metafiction: The theory and 
practice of self-conscious fiction in 1984, metafiction theory quickly developed 
from a mere ‘post-modern’ literary trend into its own specific genre and then 
towards becoming a concept that was endemic in all forms of literature. The 
concept of metafiction grew up out of an identification of a unique sensibility 
found within a group (of predominantly American writers) in the 1960s and 
70s. What was initially recognised as an expression of ‘postmodernism’ 
became sufficiently unique to be analysed through its own subgenre123. 
However, almost as soon as the ‘genre’ of metafiction was identified124, its 
characteristics, merits, and definition became a point of contention. 
‘Metafiction’ became caught up in the concept of ‘self-reflexivity’125 which 
made the definition of metafictional texts problematic. There is a challenge 
then in using the characteristics of a ‘genre’ of fiction to analyse a particular 
work when those characteristics have been points of contention. Also, one 
point that needs to be emphasised at this stage is that metafiction exists along 
its own spectrum of extremes: From the subtle exposure of ‘realist’ literary 
conventions, to the negation of the representability of the written language, 
metafiction is not a unified and consistent literary impulse. As much as 
metafiction can take many different forms (enabling a range of different 
readings and interventions into the text) it is also engaged in a relationship 
with a ‘standard’ fiction which needs to be defined in itself. As part of my 
methodology I will try as much as possible to identify specific forms of 
metafictional expression in order to avoid the dangers of classifying Ma 
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Boyd’s The Reflexive Novel for example examines the reflexive tendencies of 
metafictions without ever using the term ‘metafiction’ itself. 
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Yuan’s works as ‘metafictions’ without fully understanding the specific 
dynamics of their metafictional elements.  
In addition to the unstable nature of metafiction as genre, formulating a 
research methodology for my analysis of Ma Yuan’s texts will also require 
careful navigation between the conceptualisation of metafiction in both 
‘western’ and Chinese critical contexts: whilst Chinese critics adopted 
metafiction theory into their interpretations of the author we must of course 
acknowledge that metafiction as it is understood today was formalised in a 
‘western’ context some 10 to 20 years prior to its adoption into a Chinese 
critical context. Although there will obviously be problem areas in applying 
metafiction theory ‘out of context’126, there is, however, no doubt (in the minds 
of Chinese critics) that Ma Yuan is indeed an author of metafiction and that 
the framework through which the author’s works have been interpreted is 
heavily influenced by ‘western’ metafiction theory. It will therefore be 
necessary to establish a methodological framework through addressing the 
original ‘western’ texts on metafiction theory as well as analysing how 
metafiction has been used by Chinese literary theorists127 in order to 
formulate a strategy for interpreting Ma Yuan’s works of metafiction. 
Furthermore, metafiction theory alone does not provide a sufficient analytical 
framework to interpret metafictions; instead a range of narratological tools 
must be incorporated alongside metafiction theory in order to interpret 
individual metaficitonal texts. The methodology of this study therefore will also 
outline each of these supplementary narratological concepts that will be 
incorporated in this analysis. 
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Chinese scholarship on Ma Yuan’s works are heavily interrelated. There is little 
evidence to suggest that a significant body of ‘native’ metafictional theory built up 
within China before scholars started to identify Ma Yuan as a metafiction author. 
Certainly in its early stages, Chinese scholarship on metafiction was inseparable 
from scholarship on Ma Yuan in particular. 
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i) Understanding metafiction 
 
As mentioned above, no one single theorist single-handedly established the 
concept of metafiction, although Patricia Waugh’s Metafiction: The theory and 
practice of self-conscious fiction is perhaps the central text within metafiction 
theory. Analysing Waugh’s work from 1984 reveals that even at this relatively 
early stage (merely 8 years after the term ‘metafiction’ was first used), 
metafiction was by no means a stable and simplistic concept. One of the main 
points of contention within metafiction theory is whether metafiction should be 
understood exclusively as a literary genre, or as the concept of literary self-
reflexivity which may be present to certain degrees in all novels. Within a 
Chinese critical context, metafiction has been understood primarily as a genre 
which is consistent with the trend within Chinese literary history to identify 
specific movements or ‘schools’ (派 pai) of literature. As such, contemporary 
understanding of Ma Yuan has only applied one particular approach to 
metafiction to interpret the author’s works. Within my research I will 
accommodate Ommundsen’s128 understanding of metafiction through her 
‘three models’ approach whereby metafiction can be understood as a genre, 
as a tendency inherent in all fiction, and as a form of reading129. Whilst 
Ommundsen presents these three individual possibilities for how metafiction 
can be understood, it is not possible to isolate any one individual model as the 
‘correct’ way to approach metafictions. Instead, these three models 
themselves are mutually reliant upon each other to the extent that metafiction 
should be understood as a symbiotic relationship between a literary genre, 
literary tendency and a form of reader response. This approach therefore 
accommodates the most comprehensive understanding of metafiction and will 
avoid the tendency to rely on generic identification which is prevalent 
throughout Ma Yuan scholarship. 
  
																																																								
128 Ommundsen, Wenche. Metafictions? Carlton: University of Melbourne Press, 
1993 
129 See Appendix B for a full explanation of the issues involved in understanding 
metafiction purely as a genre, the implications of Ommundsen’s “three models”, and 
how an amalgamation of these models can be used as a holistic framework for 
understanding metafiction. 
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ii) Characteristics of metafiction 
 
Now that I have established that I will be not be approaching metafiction 
exclusively as a literary genre but through a more complete understanding 
based upon Ommundsen’s “three models”, I will now pinpoint specific 
metafictional techniques, devices and characteristics that can be found within 
specific metafictional texts which are relevant to my study of Ma Yuan. 
Alongside metafiction theory, I will also include other narratological tools at 
this point to provide a comprehensive analytical framework. 
 
1) Narrative framing 
 
A key theoretical approach to analysing the narrative form of Ma Yuan’s works 
of metafiction is Patricia Waugh’s exploration of the concept of ‘framing’. For 
Waugh, framing is a multi-faceted concept that can be utilised on numerous 
levels and is a way of understanding how artistic and literary experiences are 
organised. The concept of frames when applied to fiction “involves analysis of 
the formal conventional organization of novels”130, and this term loosely refers 
to what many critics identify as ‘form’ as opposed to ‘content’131. In analysing 
form therefore we are analysing how certain framing devices are formalised 
and conventionalised to the point where they enable the reader to engage 
with the text. In a realist sense, these frames are narrative conventions 
(omniscient narration, moralistic narrative interventions, or prologues and 
epilogues) that focus the reader’s attention and as they become 
conventionalised they can act covertly thereby heightening the 
representational nature of the text. Metafictions, on the other hand, expose 
and problematise the concept of literary conventions or frames:  
 
																																																								
130 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.30 
131 Within a Chinese context, this has been broadly conceptualised through several 
different terms such as ‘form’ (形式 xingshi) and ‘content’ (内容 neirong), ‘what to 
write’ (写什么 xieshenme) and ‘how to write’ (怎么写 zenme xie), and even a 
distinction within the term for ‘narrative’ (叙事 xushi) as a verb-object relationship 
between the verb ‘to tell’ (叙 xu) and the noun object of this compound word 
meaning ‘facts’ or ‘phenomena’ (事 shi). 
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“The alternation of frame and frame-break (or the construction of an 
illusion through the imperceptibility of the frame and the shattering of 
illusion through the constant exposure of the frame) provides the 
essential deconstructive method of metafiction”132.  
 
Metafiction does not discard formal conventions in their entirety, but in 
‘breaking’ conventionalised frames and destabilising the very illusion it has set 
about creating, metafiction requires a new set of framing devices to make this 
fragmentation understandable and ‘readable’. This frequently happens 
through the introduction of metacommentary into the text, usually in the form 
of authorial intrusions in order to maintain the readability of the text. This 
emphasises the point that as much as metafiction ‘breaks’ certain framing 
devices, it also has its own set of formal framing conventions. Patricia Waugh 
gives some archetypal metafictional framing devices such as stories within 
stories, discussions of how the novel should begin or end within the novel 
itself, and giving alternate endings or letting the reader choose their own 
ending. In essence, metafictional framing devices are often frames which 
draw attention to themselves and the architecture of the narrative. The result 
of this is that “Metafiction forces the reader out of traditional narrational 
frames”133; it is this process that makes the reading of metafiction unique. To 
extrapolate on the ‘framing’ metaphor further, the ‘traditional’ framing of a 
piece of art should be such that it demarcates the point at which the object of 
art begins whilst making it clear that the frame, in itself, is not part of this piece 
of art. However, the framing of the object of art is an integral part of the 
process of representing an object as art and in a way is inherently a part of 
the artwork as a whole. Metafictional framing therefore brings attention to the 
frame itself and the process through which it legitimises the ‘art’ it is framing. 
Within the specific scholarship on Ma Yuan there is no evidence of Waugh’s 
concept of ‘framing’ having been used as a way to interpret the author’s 
																																																								
132	Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.31	
133 Pearse, James A. “Beyond the narratorial frame: Interpretation and metafiction.” 
Quarterly Journal of Speech 1, no. 66 (1980): p.75 
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metafictions, however the concept of ‘formal instability’134 is frequently 
referred to as a key feature of the author’s works. Essentially, the concept of 
formal instability in this context is suggesting that the conventionalised 
narrative structure of realist texts is being rendered ‘unstable’ within Ma 
Yuan’s works. This key term ‘instability’ is highly significant in that it hints at 
an uncompromised ‘stable’ text that has somehow been compromised. This, I 
believe, highlights that metafiction is often understood as a symbiotic 
relationship between a ‘meta-’ element acting out onto a ‘-fiction’: a narrative 
can only realistically be referred to as ‘unstable’, ‘fragmented’ or 
‘compromised’ in reference to naturalised literary conventions which 
determine how a text is expected to function. As such ‘formal instability’ 
essentially focuses on elements of the narrative structures of Ma Yuan’s 
works which somehow ‘break’ or ‘destabilise’ conventional norms which can 
be formalised through Waugh’s concept of metafictional ‘framing’. 
 
2) Narrative shifts 
 
Terms such as ‘angle of vision’ (视角 shijiao), ‘angle of view’ (角度 jiaodu), 
‘viewpoint’ (视点 shidian) are frequently used in analysing Ma Yuan’s works to 
describe a process whereby the narrative ‘shifts’ perspective within the text 
between different narrators. Whilst a realist text can of course contain multiple 
narrators without any issue, many critics have identified Ma Yuan’s narrative 
shifts as being part of an attempt by the narrator to destabilise the narrative 
and disorientate the reading process. Again this also feeds into the concept of 
‘framing’ in that these shifts clearly operate in a way which is different from the 
naturalised conventions of realist texts, however there is an instant problem 
with the terms ‘angle of vision’, angle of view’ and ‘viewpoint’ in that they are 
not being used with any grounding in a recognised narratological framework, 
and although they can be easily understood, they are not detailed enough 
concepts for a sophisticated analysis of Ma Yuan’s work. The narratologist 
Mieke Bal addresses some of the problems with terms such as ‘perspective’ 
																																																								
134 For example, this concept appears in Zeng, Jun. “Jie "xushixing".” Gansu Journal 
of Social Sciences, no. 2 (2005): p.10 
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and ‘view point’ in her introduction to the concept of focalization. According to 
Bal, ‘perspective’ conveys the idea of a “psychosomatic process, strongly 
dependent on the position of the perceiving body”. Defining a narrative 
process using these heavily personalised terms causes difficulties when 
dealing with a text that does not come from an identifiable character or 
personalised narrator figure. This concept also becomes problematic through 
the narration of elements that are not normally perceivable to the character or 
narrator whose perspective we are ‘viewing’ events from. However the main 
issue with referring to narrative perspective or viewpoint is that:  
 
“They do not make a distinction between, on the one hand, the vision 
through which the elements are presented, and on the other, the 
identity of the voice that is verbalising that vision. To put it more simply: 
they do not make a distinction between those who see and those who 
speak”135  
 
In addressing these inconsistencies Bal puts forward the concept of ‘narrative 
focalization’ as an analytical framework which can avoid some of the 
ambiguities of referring to ‘view points’ and ‘perspective’ and resolve the 
fundamental issue of identifying through whom (or what) a piece of narrative 
is perceived and represented within the text. The reason why this is 
particularly relevant to a study of Ma Yuan is that many of his works 
destabilise the naturalised framing conventions of narrative focalization which 
many critics have identified as ‘narrative shifts’: A prerequisite for 
understanding how his narrative can ‘shift’ therefore is to ground the process 
of narrative ‘perspective’ within a narratological framework.  
Mieke Bal’s theory of focalization broadly refers to “the relations between the 
elements presented and the vision through which they are presented”136. The 
concept of focalization is firstly made up of two elements, that which sees, 
and that which is seen. These terms are described as the focalizer, and the 
																																																								
135 Bal, Mieke. Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1985: p.143 
136 Bal, Mieke. Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1985: p.142 
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focalized object, representing the subject and the object of the focalization 
process respectively. Within these two elements of the focalization process, 
the following narratological concepts will be utilised within my study: 
i) Character-bound focalization and external focalization 
As an essential starting point in analysing focalization, character bound 
focalization essentially refers to text which is being presented through the 
perception of a particular character within the text. This focalization can 
include both first and third person narrative but the key element of this 
concept is that the narrative focalization is logically identifiable as deriving 
from a particular character within the text. External focalization on the other 
hand is when the narrative is being perceived through an ‘anonymous agent’ 
outside of the events and characters within the text. Although it is tempting to 
conclude that external focalization can be attributed to the role of the narrator, 
this is not always the case. External focalization takes into account text that 
cannot be realistically or logically attributable to any actor or agent within the 
text. The extent to which certain characters within the text are able to act as 
focalizers heavily influences the reading of the text and the apparent 
closeness to the reader. Omniscient narration is usually associated with 
external focalization, however the precise dynamics of focalization are 
extremely complex as even first person narratives regularly slip into an 
external focalization mode.  
ii) Perceptible and non-perceptible objects 
Following on from the above-mentioned character-based and external 
focalizations, another element of the idea of events or situations being 
logically attributable to an actor or agent within the text is the concept of 
perceptible and non-perceptible objects. In essence, any object or situation 
that a particular focalizer can realistically perceive of can be classed as a 
perceptible object. When, however, a piece of narrative refers to future events 
or the dreams or thoughts of another character, these by definition are non-
perceptible objects. External focalization frequently interchanges between the 
presentation of perceptible and non-perceptible objects; this process is often 
naturalised and conventionalised through an omniscient narrator which is one 
of the core features of realist texts that metafictions destabilise. An omniscient 
narrator will have access to perceptible and non-perceptible objects and 
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could, for example, comment on past or future events. Whilst omniscient 
narration has become a highly naturalised narrative convention, the 
fundamental logic of an all-perceiving and all-knowing narrator figure seems 
at odds with the understanding that realist texts accurately portray a 
represented world in that their narrators often ‘act’ in unrealistic and 
impossible ways. As narrative ‘omniscience’ is frequently one of the major 
narrative elements that metafictions destabilise, understanding the dynamics 
of narrative perception then becomes crucial to understanding metafictional 
narrative focalization.  
iii) Spoken and unspoken words  
Another distinction along the lines of perceptibility refers to spoken and 
unspoken words. According to Bal’s summary of these terms, “Spoken words 
are audible to others and are thus perceptible when the focalization lies with 
someone else. Unspoken words – thoughts, internal monologues – no matter 
how extensive, are not perceptible to other characters”137. An important point 
to emphasise here is the privileged position the reader can often occupy when 
unspoken words are used and as a consequence readers “do not realise how 
much less the other character knows than they do”138. In particular, the 
process whereby the narrator and reader share a privileged access to 
information about the represented world (including the ‘inner’ thoughts of 
characters) emphasises the ironically unrealistic framework of omniscient 
narration: far from representing a neutral, reliable and unmediated 
representation of the narrative, omniscient narrators perform all kinds of 
unrealistic and logically impossible feats to present information about the 
represented world to the reader. In this sense, the represented world is 
realistically portrayed through a highly ‘unrealistic’ process. Furthermore, the 
dynamic between focalizer and focalized object is highly unilateral: the 
focalizer has a complete all-seeing vision of the represented world creating an 
almost ‘voyeuristic’ dynamic between focalizer and focalized. Metafictions, in 
																																																								
137 Bal, Mieke. Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1985: p.153 
138 Bal, Mieke. Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1985: p.154 
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their destabilisation of narrative conventions may aim to upset or problematise 
this dynamic139. 
What the above-mentioned elements of narrative focalization highlight is the 
fact that when analysed to a sufficient level of detail, all narratives (even 
‘standard’ realist ones) function within an elaborate and constantly shifting set 
of dynamics. When critics of Ma Yuan refer to the author’s ‘narrative shifts’ 
there is a lack of definition as to on what level these shifts are taking place, 
and also a lack of recognition that narratives perform regular shifts in 
focalization without seeming to break any formal conventions. In this sense, 
analysing the narrative focalization structures of metafictional texts requires a 
combination of narratological concepts and tools; the concept of ‘focalization’ 
formalises the process through which narrative perspective functions so that 
when this perspective does indeed ‘shift’ it is possible to formulate exactly 
what changes have taken place. Alongside this concept an awareness of the 
naturalised focalization methods of realist texts will determine how the 
narrative shifts within metafictions are framed in such a way as to be 
noticeably self-reflexive (meaning that they must somehow break a 
normalised narrative convention). 
 
3) The author and the reader in the text 
 
According to Linda Hutcheon, “creating (writing) and receiving (reading) are 
projected in metafiction as two aspects of the same effort”140. One of the ways 
in which this self-conscious refocusing on the writing process manifests itself 
within the text is in the thematised roles of the author and the reader within 
the text. Metafictional texts are often described in terms of their distinct 
reader-author dynamic and according to Georgakopalou: 
 
																																																								
139 The dynamics of omniscient narration may be disrupted in various ways ranging 
from narrative unreliability to more extreme self-reflexive devices such as when a 
character within the represented world engages with the text’s external focalizer or is 
somehow aware of the focalizer’s presence.  
140 Hutcheon, Linda. Narcissistic Narrative. The Metafictional Paradox. New York & 
London: Methuen, 1980: p.145. 
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“metafictional texts radically liberate the reader by assigning her the 
role of an active participant and co-producer of the fictive universe 
instead of that of a passive consumer”141.  
 
Often metafictions are described as having authors who enter into, or are 
present in the text with the result that the narrative is no longer controlled by a 
‘covert’ author whose presence is never felt in the text, but rather the author is 
now addressing the ‘reader’ directly. One point that needs to be clarified here 
though is that when referring to the roles of the ‘author’ and ‘reader’ within 
metafictions, great care needs to be taken when using the terminology 
‘reader’ and ‘author’. With Wayne Booth’s introduction of the concept of the 
‘implied author’, the understanding of narrative structure expanded towards 
the following dynamic: 
 
Real Author → Implied Author → Narrator → Narratee→ Implied Reader → 
Real Reader142 
 
It is important to remember that the roles of the author and the reader are 
always (and can only ever be) explored on the narrator and narratee level as 
these are the only roles that exist within the text. Metafictions thematise the 
roles of author and reader through making an overt correlation between 
narrator and author, and narratee and reader within the text. However, 
metafictions are clearly not the first forms of fictional writing to include a 
‘reader’ figure within the text and furthermore there are countless examples of 
modernist and pre-modern works of fiction that are narrated by an ‘author’ 
figure (or at least a narrator who may not refer to him or herself as the text’s 
‘author’, but nonetheless assumes the name and or ‘personality’ of the ‘real 
																																																								
141 Georgakopoulou, Alexandra. “Discursive Aspects of Metafiction: A Neo-Oral 
Aura?” Edinburgh Working Papers in Linguistics 2 1, no. 13 (1991); p.2 
142  For a comprehensive exploration of the reception of Booth’s implied author within 
China see Shen, Dan. “Booth's The Rhetoric of Fiction and China's Critical Context” 
Narrative (The Ohio State University Press) 15, no. 2 (May 2007): p. 176. Whilst the 
concept of the ‘implied author’ was formulated by Booth, the diagram above is 
Shen’s remodelling of Seymour Chatman’s narrative diagram which appeared in 
Chatman, Seymour; Story and Discourse. Ithaca: Cornell University Press,1978; 
p.151. 
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author’ of the text). Metafictions’ particular usage of thematised ‘author’ and 
reader’ roles are different however in the relationship that is presented 
between the two and in their relationship with the ‘text’. Whereas within a 
traditional (non-self-reflexive) narrator-reader dynamic, the reader ‘shares’ the 
omniscient narrator’s ‘vision’ of the represented world, within metafictions the 
author and reader are often observing a ‘text’ being created or written. 
Furthermore the dynamic between the ‘author’ and ‘reader’ is stronger and is 
more prominent within the text (often becoming the main focal point at the 
expense of the ‘text’ itself). Whereas an omniscient narrator operates through 
relatively minimal presence within the text, within metafictions the author and 
reader are often more heavily populated entities. Within metafictions, authors 
seem to ‘speak directly’ to the reader (rather than obliquely through a covert 
omniscient narrator structure which becomes compromised through too much 
authorial presence) often within an identifiably familiar relationship which can 
become either highly intimate or even hostile. Georgakopolou describes this 
dynamic as ‘Direct Address’ within metafictional texts. When the narrator 
within a metafictional text addresses the reader ‘directly’, then this process 
“presupposes a present recipient who shares the same spatiotemporal 
context with the addresser and can actively participate in the process of 
storytelling”143. Metafictions often convey the impression that the author and 
the reader are on an equal level, and that the supposed lack of omniscience 
draws the reader into the reading process in a more active way so that “the 
reader is treated as a critical co-participant in a communal enterprise of 
questioning the validity and authenticity of literary conventions”144. Both 
Waugh and Georgakopolou refer to the readers’ increased ‘participation’ in 
the narrative process and, for Waugh at least, this is presented as a 
deliberate attempt to ‘empower’ the reader. At this stage however the idea 
that ‘reader’ figures within metafictions are always empowered versions of 
traditional readers who take on a more active role in the text is potentially 
misleading: the representation of the reader within the text must be 
																																																								
143 Georgakopoulou, Alexandra. “Discursive Aspects of Metafiction: A Neo-Oral 
Aura?” Edinburgh Working Papers in Linguistics 2 1, no. 13 (1991): p.3 
144 Georgakopoulou, Alexandra. “Discursive Aspects of Metafiction: A Neo-Oral 
Aura?” Edinburgh Working Papers in Linguistics 2 1, no. 13 (1991): p.3 
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approached with the same caution as with the author, as neither the real 
authors nor readers can ever exist within the text. If metafictions represent an 
empowered author/reader dynamic, then does this not actually deceive and 
manipulate the reader into believing that the text’s ‘reader’ and ‘author’ figures 
are the ‘real reader’ and ‘real author’? Whilst we do not need to answer this 
question at this point, this issue does at least signpost the fact that caution 
needs to be taken whenever an ‘author’ or ‘reader’ figure is present within a 
metafictional text145.  
In essence, metafictions in their desire to self-consciously expose the process 
of literary fabrication often find themselves thematising the process of writing, 
reading and even analysing a ‘text’. In assigning the roles of ‘author’ and 
‘reader’ to narrative elements within the text, metafictions are able to focus on 
the dynamics of reading whilst breaking the traditional framing process of 
realist fiction (which deemphasises the fact that a text is being read in favour 
of a represented world being described by its narrator). Furthermore, the 
presence of the author and reader in the text enables the presence of the 
‘text’ within the text which is a crucial self-reflexive device. 
 
4) Overt displays of fictionality  
 
Self-conscious fictionality within a metafictional text refers to instances in 
which an aspect of the text refers to its own individual status, or the text as a 
whole as fictional. Many theorists use terms such as a metafiction ‘flaunting’ 
or ‘openly declaring’ its status as a fictional text, however the dynamics of 
fictionality are complex and in particular need to be approached through the 
“three models” approach to metafiction. The overtness of a text’s declarations 
of fictionality directly challenge the naturalised ‘covert’ mechanisms through 
which the text can function whilst masking its fictionality. The naturalised 
conventions of omniscient relation for example establish a highly unequal 
power dynamic whereby the narrator has access to all facets of the narrated 
																																																								
145 Many of the issues that I identify within the current scholarship on Ma Yuan derive 
from narratological misunderstandings based on a misidentification of the ‘real 
author’ or ‘real reader’ within the text and a lack of understanding of the dynamics of 
the thematised author and reader figures within metafictions. 
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world. This structure, when analysed closely, appears to be a highly fictional 
and ‘unrealistic’ way of representing a realist vision of the world: how is it 
possible that a narrator can invisibly ‘float’ through the represented world with 
access to past and future events and also the inner thoughts of the characters 
within that world without being considered overtly fictional? Whilst omniscient 
narration in itself is not considered overtly fictional, when a narrator ‘declares’ 
the text’s fictionality, or when characters within the represented world disrupt 
the narrator’s omniscience then the text does somehow become overtly 
fictional. Overt declarations of fictionality therefore need to be interpreted 
through an understanding of ‘covert’ fictionality. Furthermore, according to the 
narratologist Richard Walsh, fictionality itself can largely be attributed to the 
privileged status given to the narrator within all fictional texts:  
 
“the narrator, as an inherent structural principle, functions primarily to 
establish a representational frame within which the narrative discourse 
may be read as report rather than invention….by conceiving of a 
fictional narrative as issuing from a fictional narrator, the reader has 
cancelled out its fictionality, negotiated a mode of complicity with 
representation, and found a rationale for the suspension of disbelief”146 
 
In contrast to non-fictional forms of writing, the ability to read fiction through 
the framework of a narrator is the most fundamental framing mechanism for a 
fictional text. Fictionality, as displayed within metafictional texts, goes against 
this framing device (which by definition draws attention to that which it is 
framing rather than itself) by self-consciously drawing attention to the status of 
the text or by disrupting the power dynamics of omniscient narration (the 
relationship between the observer and the observed). 
It is tempting to suggest that the opposite of fictionality is verisimilitude and 
that realist texts assert the verisimilitude of the text whilst metafictions assert 
their own fictionality. The precise dynamics of this process however are far 
more complicated as both fictionality and verisimilitude are established 
																																																								
146 Walsh, Richard. The rhetoric of fictionality. Ohio State University Press, 2007: 
p.69 
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through the same processes and are often reliant upon each other. If for 
example, a metafiction contains an ‘author’ who openly declares that the text 
is fictional, then is this process not reliant upon the verisimilitude of this author 
figure so that we can ‘believe’ in the declarations of fictionality he or she is 
making?147 As such, fictionality is a complex and multifaceted concept which 
is reliant upon the naturalised conventions of narrative and is frequently 
engaged in a symbiotic relationship with the text’s verisimilitude.  
 
iii) Metafiction – Critical cultural approaches 
 
After assessing how to define metafiction, the next question to ask about 
metafiction is, essentially, why? Why be self-reflexive in the first place? What, 
if anything, is the cultural function of literary self-reflexivity and how therefore 
should metafictions be interpreted? Furthermore, now that some of Ma Yuan’s 
works have been identified by Chinese critics as works of metafiction, is it 
possible to analyse these texts through metafiction theory given that this 
theory in itself was born out of an entirely separate cultural context to the texts 
being analysed? In short, what are the cultural implications of metafiction and 
can they be universally applied to all metafictions? This in particular, is where 
a careful approach to metafiction theory needs to be adopted as any 
conclusion derived from western metafiction theory regarding the cultural 
impetus driving ‘western’ metafiction cannot be assumed to be necessarily 
relevant to all metafictions and Ma Yuan’s works in particular. 
Before the term metafiction (元小说 yuanxiaoshuo) and metafiction theory 
became utilised by Chinese literary critics, there was a remarkable similarity 
between the critical reception of Ma Yuan’s work, and some of the dismissive 
early attention aimed at western metafiction. The ‘awful things’ that Patricia 
Waugh stated as being said about metafiction were echoed within a Chinese 
context as Ma Yuan’s works were described in terms of their narcissism, and 
self-indulgence148.  In both situations the texts are highly anthropomorphised 
																																																								
147 See p.206 of conclusion chapter for a discussion of Metafictions and the 
suspension of disbelief. 
148 There are countless examples of this attitude towards Ma Yuan being taken by 
some critics within my literature review. 
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and described using terminology usually reserved for negative character 
traits149. Waugh attributes the critical reaction to western metafiction as a 
misunderstanding on the part of many critics: 
 
“There has been a paranoia, on the part of both novelists and critics for 
whom the exhaustion and rejection of realism is synonymous with the 
exhaustion and rejection of the novel itself.”150 
 
 Out of this particular standpoint on metafiction came the conclusion that 
metafiction was merely a sign that the novel was nearly dead, or at least at 
the point of exhaustion whereby it could only sustain itself. Self-reflexivity in 
this sense was equated with self-absorption and a rejection of literature’s 
responsibilities to the ‘real’ world. As Waugh explains further: 
 
“Instead of recognising the positive aspects of fictional self-
consciousness, they have tended to see such literary behaviour as a 
form of the self-indulgence and decadence characteristic of the 
exhaustion of any artistic form or genre”151 
 
A key aspect of the allegations of self-indulgence or narcissism is the way in 
which critics reacted to the role of the author within metafictions. Literary self-
indulgence would make sense as an allegation directed at a particular author 
in relation to his or her works, but with metafictions however it was often the 
case that the texts themselves or even the entire genre of metafiction was 
being criticised using terms like self-indulgent or narcissistic. Instead 
metafictions closed the gap between author and text and indeed would often 
problematise this relationship within the text itself (with narrators taking on the 
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that metafiction was engendering. Authors were no longer being criticised due to the 
merits (or deficiencies) of their texts, instead the texts are being discussed as if they 
were the authors themselves.  
150 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984: p.7 
151 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984: p.9 
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names and supposed identities of the authors themselves)152. It seems that 
some critics were reacting to the fact that in many instances metafictions 
contained narrators who were represented as narcissistic and self-indulgent 
‘authors’ who often engaged in a somewhat hostile dialogue with their 
‘readers’. Accusing metafictions of narcissism therefore is not entirely without 
merit in that some metafictions contain self-absorbed narrators, however the 
conclusion made by some critics that this perceived narcissism meant that the 
texts themselves were narcissistic and that this represented the death of the 
novel is not a valid way of interpreting literary self-reflexivity and is based on 
the fundamental narratological misunderstanding that the ‘author’ figure within 
metafictions is the same as the ‘real author’. In many ways, the fact that 
metafiction was labelled using derogatory terms such as ‘narcissistic’ actually 
attests to the success of these texts: metafictions may represent a narcissistic 
or self-indulgent ‘author’ figure obsessing over his or her text at the expense 
of the represented world, but in labelling the text ‘narcissistic’ the critic is 
essentially stating that the text’s narrator is the text itself and has in effect 
become complicit in metafictions’ shift in the suspension of disbelief.  
The fact that these overwhelmingly negative reactions to metafiction occur 
within early scholarship on metafiction (both within a ‘western’ and Chinese 
context) and seem to slowly die out as metafiction theory progresses and 
literary self-reflexivity becomes increasingly accommodated into ‘mainstream’ 
artistic practices highlights the fact that metafiction was initially greatly 
misunderstood. As the negative reactions faded critics eventually came round 
to the view that metafiction’s “seemingly sterile introspection and lack of self-
confidence corresponded to the processes of reflexive denaturalisation at 
work in all fields of human endeavour in the postmodern era”153. This then 
represents one of the first stages of critical reaction to metafiction in both 
China and ‘the West’ and it is interesting to note how similarly these 
																																																								
152 Within a Chinese literary context the author and his or her work had historically 
been closely linked, however the rise of modernism, which began to open a distance 
between a text’s author and its increasingly unreliable narrator, arguably broke the 
logical assumption that a work of fiction necessarily encapsulates the real author’s 
‘thoughts’ or ‘opinions’. 
153 Ommundsen, Wenche. Metafictions? Carlton: University of Melbourne Press, 
1993; p.105 
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independent literary worlds reacted to metafiction’s self-reflexivity. After critics 
moved away from the idea of metafiction as the literature of exhaustion, a 
broad range of theories concerning the cultural implications of literary self-
reflexivity began to appear. 
One of the first such theories was the connection made between literary self-
reflexivity and structuralist and post-structuralist linguistics. The ‘Linguistic 
turn’, a cultural phenomenon loosely attributed to the 1960s in Europe and 
North America and the 1980s in China154, saw an increased philosophical 
attention on language and its relationship to reality and the production of 
meaning. Within the broader cultural environment, the study of ‘meta’ terms 
and ‘meta’ theories became increasingly common as a consequence of “a 
greater awareness within contemporary culture of the function of language in 
constructing and maintaining our sense of everyday ‘reality’”155. Metafiction 
then can be seen as a logical consequence of a broader self-scrutiny which 
was prevailing in a broad range of cultural fields. By the time this self-scrutiny 
reached literature it expressed itself through the problematisation of the very 
structures of fiction, or as Waugh states, “the metafictionist is highly conscious 
of a basic dilemma: if he or she sets out to ‘represent’ the world, he or she 
realises fairly soon that the world, as such, cannot be ‘represented’”156. The 
linguistic turn and the identification of meta-theorems and meta-terms were 
certainly a key contributor to the development of metafictional theory. The 
cultural environment of the linguistic turn was such that the increasing meta-
sensibilities in other academic fields (such as linguistics) may have either 
‘inspired’ authors to apply this search for abstracted meta-theorems onto 
literature, or engendered a form of self-reflexive reading which allowed 
metafictions to come into being157. Furthermore it also explains the movement 
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literal translation of the ‘linguistic turn’. 
155 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.3 
156 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.3 
157 This second possibility is much more realistic and again this leads back to the 
‘three models’ on metafiction outlined previously. There is no realistic possibility that 
metafiction can be traced back to anyone particular moment or cause and effect: in 
many ways, its inception, identification, and even the dispute over its existence are 
mutually reliant upon each other. 
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towards the term ‘metafiction’ as opposed to the numerous other terms used 
to describe this literary practice. The popularity of meta-terms was such that if 
meta-language158 was the ‘language of language’, then ‘the fiction of fiction’ 
can then reasonably be explained as ‘metafiction’. 
Another way of viewing metafiction is as a critical response to, or reaction 
against literary convention. In as much as literary practice can be understood 
as the movement between culture and counter-culture, orthodoxy and 
iconoclasm, metafiction can be understood as a reaction against the 
deficiencies of realist literature. In essence, metafiction is understood as an 
expression of the crisis of codes, a drastic reassessment of a dangerously 
out-dated set of literary conventions. Metafiction in this way “sets up an 
opposition, not to ostensibly ‘objective’ facts in the ‘real’ world, but to the 
language of the realistic novel which has sustained and endorsed such a view 
of reality”159. This “oppositional process”160 is, according to Waugh, 
“particularly likely to emerge during ‘crisis’ periods in the literary history of the 
genre”161. In this sense the meta- aspect of literary expression is a 
destabilising force acting out onto the –fiction which it augments. This 
particular view is echoed in Henry Zhao’s “The Rise of Metafiction in China” in 
which metafiction is understood as an element of a wider spirit of avant-
gardism which attempted to dismantle the conventionalised forms of narrative. 
For Zhao, the fiction of the avant-garde period is described as “a fiction which, 
by refraining from interpretative prompting, deliberately obliterates its 
intentional context and shuns interpretative guidance. Any reading is then 
both a desired reading and a deviant reading”162. Here Zhao suggests a 
correlation between the distrust of conventionalised literary forms and the rise 
of metafiction in China. Fostered by the wider intellectual climate of the 1980s, 
																																																								
158 The term ‘metalanguage’ was first used by the linguist Louis Hjelmslev to 
accommodate the need to bridge the gap between signifier and signified, or to put it 
more simply, the need for language about language. 
159 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.11 
160 Described by Waugh as “the construction of a fictional illusion (as in traditional 
realism) and the laying bare of that illusion” Ibid p.6 
161 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.6 
162 Zhao, Henry. “The rise of metafiction in China.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies, University of London LV, no. 1 (1992): p. 91 
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Chinese avant-garde writers attempted to redefine Chinese culture not 
through the conventionalised literary codes of previous movements but 
through a destabilising of those very codes. This ‘crisis of codes’ for Zhao is 
the primary impetus behind the self-reflexive impulse from within Chinese 
culture and in this sense Zhao attributes a strong sense of cultural duty and 
responsibility to Chinese metafiction writers163 which is in sharp contrast to the 
self-indulgent isolationism which many critics had accused metafiction of 
embodying both in a western and Chinese context. In this sense the parodic 
intertextual qualities of metafictions need to be kept in mind when interpreting 
metafictional texts: self-reflexivity may not necessarily be the negation of 
realist literature’s supposed function (representation) but rather the negation 
of the messages that realist texts convey by exposing the means through 
which they transmit meaning. 
Both of these critical models feed into another cultural aspect behind the self-
reflexive impulse, this being the political implications of literary expression. 
Metafiction, in examining the way literary realities are constructed, has strong 
implications in relation to literary subjectivity in its questioning of “who is 
represented, who does the representing, who is object, who is subject--and 
how do these representations connect to the values of groups, communities, 
classes, tribes, sects, and nations?"164.  For Waugh, writers of metafiction 
“have come to focus on the notion that ‘everyday’ language endorses and 
sustains such power structures through a continuous process of naturalisation 
whereby forms of oppression are constructed in apparently ‘innocent’ 
representations”165. The naturalisation of structures of meaning and the covert 
																																																								
163 For example, Zhao suggests that “If, as some Western scholars hold, meta-
sensibility in the West is the result of the pressure of the information explosion, meta-
sensibility has arisen in China today in answer to the pressing need to understand 
the problems of Chinese culture and history” Zhao, Henry. “The rise of metafiction in 
China.” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 
LV, no. 1 (1992): p. 96. Although this viewpoint offers a counter argument to the 
claims made that metafiction turned its back on literature’s responsibility towards 
society, it does however uphold a bias within Chinese literary history that authors in 
the modern era are always acting on behalf of a sense of duty to Chinese culture and 
history.  
164 Scholes, Robert The rise and fall of English: Reconstructing English as a 
discipline. Yale University Press, 1998: p.153 
165Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.11. 
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mechanisms behind the creation of literary subjectivity are seen as targets of 
the self-reflexive impulse. Unwilling to remain complicit in shaping and 
distorting the value systems of others, metafictional writers openly admit that 
they are liars and fabricators, for they are aware that “the study of how to 
uncover deceptions is also by and large the study of how to build up 
fabrications…one can learn how one’s sense of ordinary reality is produced 
by examining something that is easier to become conscious of, namely, how 
reality is mimicked and/or how it is faked”166.  Far from being the narcissistic 
self-indulgent writers who cast off the greater responsibilities of literature to 
shape the moral consciousness of the society in which it operates, metafiction 
writers when viewed in this way are highly politically and socially engaged.  
Broadly speaking therefore, metafiction has been understood as a literary 
trend resulting from a range of wider cultural factors. It is likely that each of 
these elements, be they linguistic, political, or counter-cultural, can be found 
within the broad spectrum of metafictional writing and some critics have 
attempted to analyse Ma Yuan’s metafiction through a specific critical cultural 
paradigm167; nevertheless, it would certainly be misleading to suggest, for 
example, that metafictions consistently perform designated socio-political 
functions. To elaborate on this issue further a historicisation of metafiction 
within a Chinese context is provided in a subsequent section of this chapter 
(page 73). 
 
iv) Metafiction and Postmodernism (Brian McHale) 
 
Whilst the concept of metafiction has aroused a great deal of debate and 
opposing viewpoints as to whether it should be understood as a genre, a 
tendency, a form of reading, or whether it exists at all for that matter, another 
such concept which has become highly contentious is ‘postmodernism’. In 
many ways ‘postmodernism’ overlaps with metafiction and many famous 
																																																								
166 Goffman, Erving. Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. 
Harvard University Press, 1974: p.251 
167 See for example Bai, Zhenyou. “Ma Yuan xiaoshuo yuyan shiyan beihou de 
huayu quanli yishi.” Journal of Yanan University (Social Science) 28, no. 6 
(December 2006): 49-53 which analyses Ma Yuan’s works through a Foucauldian 
framework.  
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examples of western metafiction are also referred to as postmodernist texts. 
One of many key points of contention surrounding postmodernism is its 
relationship to modernism with the essential question being whether the ‘post-
’ prefix should be understood as ‘that which occurs after’ or as ‘that which 
surpasses’168. To add to this problem, the fact that the concept of 
postmodernism is clearly in some way related to ‘modernism’ means that 
postmodernism itself is highly problematic when transferred onto other cultural 
environments such as China for example which went through a distinctly 
different period of modernism in comparison to western countries. 
Postmodernism has indeed aroused a great deal of attention within China and 
postmodernism in itself is a very complex and broad term which has been 
incorporated into a Chinese cultural context to varying degrees169. In stating 
this however, I am attempting to clarify that my usage of ‘postmodernism’ in 
analysing Ma Yuan’s works of metafiction is based specifically on literary 
theorist Brian McHale’s conceptualisation of ‘postmodernism’ rather than any 
kind of aggregated understanding of postmodernism in general. In essence 
therefore I will be incorporating several of Brian McHale’s typographies of 
postmodernist texts, some of which are highly relevant to self-reflexive texts, 
into my research methodology. 
Brian McHale’s Constructing Postmodernism170 charts the structural, thematic 
and philosophical commonalities which run through a selection of some of the 
key western (English language) postmodernist texts171. Whilst many of these 
features are not relevant to either metafictions in general or Ma Yuan’s works 
of metafiction in particular, (for example a great deal of attention is paid to 
																																																								
168 This second reading of the ‘post-’ prefix is very similar to the meaning of ‘meta’ in 
this way or even the ‘sur-’ prefix. 
169 For an overview of postmodernism within a Chinese context see Wang, Ning. 
"Constructing postmodernism: the Chinese case and its different versions." Canadian 
review of comparative literature 20, no. 1-2 (1993): 49-61. 
170 McHale, Brian. Constructing postmodernism. Routledge, 1992 
171 McHale’s work does not focus on self-reflexive texts specifically but many of the 
texts that he analyses are indeed self-reflexive. I am by no means suggesting that 
Constructing Postmodernism is relevant to all works of metafiction and indeed 
McHale’s work should not be considered as a piece of metafiction theory (in the 
same way as Patricia Waugh clearly is a metafiction theorist for example), but it is 
nevertheless highly relevant in analysing some works of metafiction. 
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postmodernist science fiction novels) several key features of postmodernist 
texts are identified below that are extremely relevant to Ma Yuan’s works.  
 
1) Reconstructing and deconstructing 
 
Broadly speaking, reconstructing and deconstructing refers to the process, 
which is frequently found within metafictions, whereby a postmodernist text 
can often involve two opposing forces which either destabilise or reinforce the 
text’s verisimilitude (or a particular narrative level or element of the text). Also 
referred to as a “concretization-deconcretization structure”, postmodernist 
texts may often have sections of the narrative which can be normalised as 
being less ‘real’ than others. For example, in traditional texts dream 
sequences or hallucinations can be used in a way that gives the reader 
“advance warning that what follows does not belong to a reconstructed “real” 
world”172, however postmodernist texts may not be so explicit in this process 
and may juxtapose different textual realities “by some internal contradiction” 
or “by some gross violation of extra-textual norms of verisimilitude”. In 
analysing this tension whereby a text can represent different realities (some of 
which can be rationally disbelieved as ‘unreal’ parts of a ‘real’ represented 
world), McHale identifies three variants of this concretization-deconcretization 
process: those in which the reader is forewarned, those in which the reader is 
retrospectively informed, and those in which the reader can judge that this 
process has taken place through a break with naturalised narrative 
conventions. At the heart of this process is the idea that a text’s degree of 
verisimilitude is by no means constant and can fluctuate heavily according to 
the internal logic of the represented world (for example, we can believe that a 
character is having a dream within the text but also that this dream is logically 
fictional within the ostensibly ‘real’ world in which it takes place). In particular, 
self-reflexive texts often exploit this process by destabilising the boundaries 
between what is ‘real’ and what is legitimately ‘false’ within a text, and 
furthermore the framing mechanisms (identifying a passage of the narrative 
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as a dream or hallucination for example) which normalise this process are 
often absent or destabilised (as with McHale’s third variant of this process). 
 
2) Epistemological quests 
 
Although the term postmodernism can be highly problematic in that it is 
debatable how exactly the ‘post-’ prefix actually modifies the concept of 
modernism, nevertheless a large part of McHale’s typographies of 
postmodernist texts are derived from the extent to which they use, modify, 
deconstruct and destabilise the naturalised conventions of modernist texts. 
One important example of this is the modernist feature of the ‘epistemological 
quest’ acted out by a ‘cognitive hero’: In essence, McHale identifies that 
modernist texts will often “revolve around problems of the accessibility and 
circulation of knowledge, the individual mind’s grappling with an elusive or 
occluded reality”173. The epistemological quest is the driving force behind the 
narratives of many modernist texts whose “plot is organised as a quest for a 
missing or hidden item of knowledge”174. According to McHale, one of the key 
features of the shift from modernism to postmodernism is the move from the 
epistemological to the ontological: whilst a modernist epistemological quest 
searches for knowledge, for truth, for causality, a postmodernist 
epistemological quest will do the same whilst simultaneously foregrounding its 
own ‘ontological status’, or in other words, the postmodernist epistemological 
quest is a self-reflexive epistemological quest. The primary focus therefore 
seems to have shifted away from the object of the quest and the desire to 
‘solve’ any problems within the represented world and onto the construction 
(and deconstruction) of the quest itself. 
 
3) De-conditioning the reader 
 
As a consequence of modernism’s ‘epistemological quests’, the search for 
truth and the causality that the resolution of the represented world implies 
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forces a distinctive type of reading process: in ultimately heading towards a 
final resolution of an epistemological problem, modernist texts engender a 
desire to search for causality under the assumption that everything within the 
represented world is somehow interconnected and leading towards the 
fulfilment of knowledge. This modernist form of reading which is desperate to 
uncover the patterns and logical architecture of the represented world is 
deliberately destabilised by postmodernist texts so that “the kinds of pattern-
making and pattern-interpreting operations which, in the modernist texts with 
which we have all become familiar, would produce intelligible meaning”175 are 
thwarted, denied and contradicted. In outlining a modernist reading strategy 
which postmodernist texts are destabilising, McHale also refers to the 
‘paranoid reader’ as an archetypal modernist reader who is constantly 
searching for interconnectivity within the codified language of the novel. The 
paranoid reader and the epistemological quest therefore go hand in hand; on 
the one hand the text’s ‘cognitive hero’ drives the narrative towards its logical 
endgame whilst the paranoid reader obsessively looks for clues and hidden 
meaning within the minutiae of the narrative “to find correspondences 
between names, colors, or the physical attributes of characters and other 
invisible qualities of those characters, places, and actions, while to do so in 
“real life” would clearly be an indication of paranoid behaviour”176. According 
to McHale, the effect of postmodernist texts on the paranoid reader is to 
“destabilize novelistic ontology”177 in that the thwarted desire for the text’s 
epistemological quest to be resolved leaves the quest itself exposed in front of 
the reader. The concept of  ‘de-conditioning the reader’ does not necessarily 
mean that postmodernist texts require an alternate form of reading to be able 
to ‘function’, but rather it is a process of “disrupting the conditioned responses 
of the modernist reader” whereby a traditional reading of the text will lead to 
“interpretive dark alleys, culs-de-sac, impossible situations”178. 
Whilst I have just stated above that postmodernist texts de-condition ‘the 
reader’, this in effect is referring to the ‘implied reader’. Many postmodernist 
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178 McHale, Brian. Constructing postmodernism. Routledge, 1992: p.82 
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novels (and in particular metafictions) will include ‘reader’ figures within the 
text as well as ‘authors’ and even ‘texts’ within the text. To add to the concept 
of ‘deconditioning the reader’ therefore (which is fundamentally focused on 
the implied extra-textual reader), the ‘reader’ within the text is often used as a 
tool to facilitate the disruption of the conventionalised reading process by 
creating a distance between the ‘reader’ in the text and the ‘real reader’. In 
many ways this is an expression of narrative unreliability, or more specifically, 
‘readerly unreliability’ whereby the real reader is forced to question the 
reliability of the reader-narratee: If the text’s ‘author’ figure is addressing an 
overly obsessive and ‘paranoid’ reader-narratee therefore, this may also be 
part of the de-conditioning process. 
 
4) The narrator, narratee and ‘you’. 
 
Following on from the thematised roles of ‘authors’ and ‘readers’ within 
postmodernist text, the role of the second person singular ‘you’ within the text 
is also highly significant in terms of destabilising the distinctions between 
narrator and narratee. McHale identifies a common narratological 
misunderstanding that many critics have in their approach to postmodernist 
text’s ambiguous usage of the ‘you’ narratee. In particular, many critics 
assume that when a text’s narrator addresses ‘you’ it is the equivalent of the 
text’s empirical (real) author addressing the empirical (real) reader which of 
course is a narratological impossibility. Within these scenarios therefore 
McHale identifies the two possible narratological structures through which the 
text should be interpreted: 
 a) Diegetic narrator addresses diegetic narratee 
 b) Extra-diegetic narrator addresses extra-diegetic narratee 
This is essentially stating the same thing as Booth’s theory of the implied 
author whereby the real and implied readers and authors always fall outside 
of the text and as such an author can never ‘address his readers directly’ as is 
often suggested. However, to complicate these two interpretations of the 
postmodernist ‘you’ addressee which are possible from a narratological 
perspective, the specific identities of the narrator and narratee are often 
ambiguous within the text. As such, we know logically how the narrator and 
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narratee dynamic functions within the text but at the same time it is often 
incredibly difficult to interpret these scenarios given that the ‘you’ addressee is 
often used ambiguously. The first conclusion to make regarding this problem 
is to be clear that the ‘identity’ of the ‘you’ addressee within the text is never 
the ‘real reader’. However the second conclusion is that narrative ambiguity 
does not necessarily need to be ‘solved’ as such. In analysing the problematic 
and ambiguous usage of the ‘you’ narratee within Thomas Pynchon’s 
Gravity’s Rainbow for example, McHale states that: 
 
“second-person passages in Gravity's Rainbow are rarely 
unambiguously reducible to the communicative situation of "extra-
diegetic narrator addresses extra-diegetic narratee," or to any other 
single communicative situation, for that matter. More often, they hover 
ambiguously among several alternative communicative situations, or 
switch disconcertingly from one to another. Instead of proceeding 
reductively ("the words are Pynchon's and they are spoken directly to 
us"), we need to consider the range of possible interpretations, both 
"normal" and anomalous, that Pynchon's second-person pronouns 
seem to invite in one place or another in his (or "his") text.”179 
 
Essentially, the ambiguous postmodernist usage of the ‘you’ narratee 
destabilises the narrative act by destabilising both its creator and its recipient. 
Postmodernist texts will frequently involve sections of narrative in which the 
reader is forced to ask ‘who is speaking and to whom?’. The answer of course 
is that no one is speaking to no one, or even, an unknown entity is being 
represented as speaking to another unknown entity and that the identities of 
these entities within the text may be impossible to decipher. Given this 
seemingly absurd conclusion, the reader of a postmodernist text is constantly 
reminded of the fact that he or she is outside of the text whilst at the same 
time being coaxed into intimate yet impossible positions as the text’s narratee. 
The fact that so many critics have concluded that postmodernist texts can 
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address their reader directly is testimony to their often powerful distortions of 
both the ‘reader’ figure and the ‘you’ narratee in particular. 
 
v) Henry Zhao and the development of the narrator in Chinese literature 
 
Henry Zhao’s 1995 work "The Uneasy Narrator, Chinese Fiction from the 
Traditional to the Modern"180 is a hugely influential piece of scholarship in 
terms of any study of Chinese fiction and narratology. Zhao provides a 
comprehensive and detailed narratological survey of Chinese fiction from the 
vernacular novel, through the late Qing period up until the start of the 1980s 
and the ‘avant-garde’ period. In many ways this study is highly indebted to 
Zhao’s work and uses many of the same narratological tools. Zhao’s study 
analyses narrative focalization, narrative levels, time sequences and plot 
structures of a broad range of Chinese literary works to chart the shifting 
narratological conventions of Chinese fiction. This thesis will apply many of 
the narratological tools that Zhao uses and his work is indispensable to this 
study of Ma Yuan’s metafiction in providing an overview of the progression of 
naturalised narrative conventions within Chinese literature. This second point 
in particular will be explored further in the next section which will attempt to 
historicise fiction within the context in which Ma Yuan was writing.  
Broadly speaking, Zhao’s narratological analysis provides an overview of the 
changing status of the narrator within Chinese fiction. He identifies Lu Xun’s 
publication of “The Madman’s Diary” (Kuangren Riji 狂人日记) as a pivotal 
moment in modern Chinese literature for example, not just because of its 
iconoclastic content but for its startling reconfiguration of the narrative 
structures of literature through its extremely unreliable character-bound 
narrator, its narrative framing within the codified structure of a non-fictional 
diary written in the vernacular, and through the ‘over-narrative’ framing the 
piece written in literary language. Whilst the idea of unified and collectivised 
literary ‘movements’ or ‘schools’ such as the May Fourth Movement (五四运动
Wusi yundong) need to be approached with caution, it is undeniable that at 
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that time the narrative conventions of literature were being drastically changed 
by a handful of extremely gifted writers. To crudely summarise Zhao’s work 
therefore, by the time Ma Yuan began his writing career, the narrative 
structures of Chinese literature had passed through a series of significant 
structural changes which primarily revolve around the relative position, role, 
and status of the narrator within literary texts. So whilst the May Fourth period 
saw a sharp rise in character-bound narrative focalization and also first 
person narration involving narratives with no clear delineation between ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’ characters and often highly ambiguous plot endings, in contrast, 
fiction within the late Qing period was often highly conventionalised with a 
clear linearity of temporal order, external narrative focalization and ‘author’ 
figures who would often engage in incursions into the text to explain and give 
moral judgements on the narrative. Whilst the progression from late Qing 
literature to May Fourth Literature can be portrayed as a move from fairly rigid 
narrative conventions to a pluralisation of narrative forms, narratologicaly 
speaking this trend is again repeated in the progression from the didactic and 
heavily regulated ‘Maoist’ literature up to the ‘avant-garde’ period during which 
time the conventionalised narrative frameworks of fiction again changed 
completely. This is a simplification of Zhao’s work, but nevertheless, the 
reason why Zhao’s analysis is so useful to this study is that it applies an 
extremely similar range of narratological tools to those being used in this 
study and provides a detailed and theoretically grounded survey of the 
narrative structures and features of works of Chinese fiction across a broad 
timespan. What Zhao’s analysis gives us therefore is a sense of the precise 
narratological shifts that were occurring within each phase of Chinese 
literature which directly preceded post-Mao literature. As we have seen in the 
literature review, there is a broad range of terms that have been used in 
analysing Ma Yuan’s narrative structuring (such as ‘narrative shifts’, ‘narrative 
fragmentation’, ‘point of view’, ‘narrative levels’ etc.) which have no 
recognisable theoretical grounding. Zhao’s work therefore not only 
demonstrates the applicability of numerous narratological tools to the study of 
Chinese fiction, but furthermore it provides a detailed overview of the 
progression of naturalised narrative conventions within Chinese fiction. 
Indeed, establishing an understanding of such conventions is an essential 
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step to be taken in any analysis of metafictional texts. This final point leads on 
to the final aspect of the methodology of this study which will involve a 
detailed historicisation of the concept of fiction, and therefore, the ‘fiction’ 
component of metafiction within the Chinese cultural context.  
 
vi) Metafiction’s fiction – historicising Chinese metafiction 
 
The final chapter of Ommundsen’s Metafictions? implores the reader to 
“always historicise” when engaging in any form of metafictional analysis. 
Ommundsen’s analysis of metafiction emphasises the view that metafiction 
should not been seen as an isolated genre and that literary self-reflexivity has 
had a broad historical importance throughout the life of the novel. The very 
term ‘metafiction’ (and indeed 元小说 yuanxiaoshuo in Chinese) is made up of 
a suffix ‘meta’ (元 yuan) attached to the existing literary concept of ‘fiction’ (小
说 xiaoshuo). Inherent within this term therefore is the idea that an established 
concept is being modified or altered in some way. As I have stated above, 
metafiction is closely linked in many different ways to the naturalised 
structures of fictional narrative; understanding metafiction therefore and many 
of the critical cultural approaches suggested concerning its wider implications 
requires a close reading of ‘standardised’ or traditional fiction. In particular, 
the ‘crisis of codes’ argument and even the concept of ‘avant-gardism’ behind 
the cultural impetus driving Chinese metafiction requires a strong 
understanding of the conventions that this literary form was supposedly 
attempting to destabilise. 
One fundamental question that must be answered at this stage however is 
how can we possibly represent the ‘standard’ fiction which had been passed 
on to the Chinese avant-garde writers of the 1980s? Would such a fiction, for 
example, refer to the literary forms which had immediately preceded this 
‘movement’ or does it extend further beyond that? If we take a more long term 
perspective of Chinese fiction then how far back do we need to go and to 
what extent can such a vast literary heritage be reduced to a set of generic 
features representing ‘realist’ or ‘standard’ fiction? The answer to this issue is, 
as much as possible, to formulate a multifaceted and nuanced version of 
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standard ‘fiction’ as a function of both naturalised narrative conventions and 
also forms of reading (as the ‘three theories’ approach to metafiction 
suggests). To address this second point first, the literature review on Ma Yuan 
provides us with an extremely clear idea of the development of readings of 
fiction from the 1980s onwards. There is certainly a strong sense of unease 
and disorientation in many critics’ readings of Ma Yuan and there is ample 
evidence to suggest that readers had a set of expectations about fiction that 
were not being met by Ma Yuan’s works; the ideas of the ‘narrative trap’ and 
‘narrative fragmentation’ and the claims that Ma Yuan’s works were ‘deficient’ 
or ‘lacking’ or had somehow turned their back on their social responsibilities 
all point to a clear set of reading expectations. Essentially, this form of reading 
does not accommodate the idea of self-reflexivity being a legitimate literary 
device and instead many readers felt like they were being led down logical 
‘cul-de-sacs’ as Brian McHale would put it. The dominant contextualised 
readerly expectations at the time Ma Yuan began writing therefore may well 
be described as ‘realist readings’. Accompanying this, the “what to write vs. 
how to write” debates and the “linguistic turn” during the 1980s in China both 
clearly influenced the readings of Ma Yuan’s work. To this extent, readers 
were broadly aware of a perceived dichotomy between ‘form’ and ‘content’, 
aware of the issues regarding the representability of language, aware of a 
nascent spirit of avant-gardism that may be ‘experimenting’ with narrative 
forms, but still were largely engaging with texts through a ‘realist’ interpretive 
framework. 
Whilst the critical reaction to Ma Yuan gives us a relatively clear snapshot of 
the contextualised and historicised readings of Ma Yuan’s works, determining 
what may have constituted a ‘standard fiction’ at the time is more complex. In 
doing so this study draws on the numerous sources on Chinese ‘avant-garde’ 
literature (rather than the more obscure field of Chinese metafiction studies) to 
identify the dominant theories regarding this form of literature and therefore 
whether a ‘standard’ form of fiction can be identified in relation to metafiction. 
Many literary historians for example understand the avant-gardism of the 
1980s as a response to the ‘Maoist’ literature that had directly preceded it: 
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“When we think about the post-Mao literature of the 1980s, the 
immediate background against which we should measure its 
achievements must be the literature produced during the Cultural 
Revolution”181 
 
A point of departure therefore in conceptualising ‘standard’ fiction is to 
understand the naturalised narrative conventions of the form of literature that 
the post-Mao era was supposedly reacting against. Of all the many excellent 
works analysing the literature of the Cultural Revolution, Lan Yang’s 1998 
work Chinese Fiction of the Cultural Revolution182 is still one of the best and 
most comprehensive surveys of the narrative features of Cultural Revolution 
fiction. Broadly speaking, the overarching principle of not just Cultural 
Revolution literature but also the broad range of literature that can be 
described as ‘Maoist’ or Communist literature within China is the concept of 
‘realism’: 
 
“Realism was consistently promoted in the history of communist 
Chinese literature between the 1930s and the 1970s. In emphasizing 
specific political purposes or tasks at different stages, all important 
literary slogans were based on realism or included realism: ‘national 
revolutionary realism’, ‘democratic realism’, ‘realism of the Three 
People’s Principles’, ‘revolutionary realism’, ‘socialist realism’.”183 
 
Many of the forms of realism referred to above which were favoured in 
different eras conformed to extremely prescriptive political ideals concerning 
the intended function of literature. Clearly it is not the case that Cultural 
Revolution fiction has been the only highly politicised form of realist fiction in 
China. Indeed, Henry Zhao traces the radicalisation of China’s modern 
																																																								
181 Lee, Leo Ou-fan. "Afterword: Reflections on Change and Continuity in Modern 
Chinese fiction." From May Fourth to June Fourth: Fiction and Film in Twentieth-
Century China (1993): p.372. 
182 Yang, Lan. Chinese fiction of the Cultural Revolution. Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 1998. 
183 Yang, Lan. Chinese fiction of the Cultural Revolution. Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 1998: p.220. 
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fiction184 back to the late 1920s, significantly before 1949 or the “Yan’an 
Talks” in 1942 and in this sense the politicisation of realism is clearly not just 
an instrument of control imposed by the communist party after the 
establishment of the People’s Republic of China. However it is not 
controversial to suggest that Cultural Revolution literature represented an 
extreme form of politicised and highly dogmatic realism. Within Yang’s 
analysis for example, the density of ideological expressions within a range of 
Cultural Revolution texts was analysed and it was found that statistically, 
Cultural Revolution texts contained almost double the number of overt 
references to political ideology in comparison to the literary forms which 
directly preceded them. Cultural Revolution literature therefore, as an 
archetype of standardised and heavily politicised realist fiction, can broadly be 
described as involving the following major stylistic features: 
 
 Characters clearly divided into good (e.g. peasantry, workers) and bad 
(e.g. landlords, Guomindang members) – more specifically, Cultural 
Revolution fiction divided characters into 5 main archetypes: Main 
Hero, Other Positive Characters, Backward Elements, Other negative 
Characters, and Main Villain 
 The valorisation of ‘heroes’ 
 A clear relationship between a character’s actions and their implied 
personalities  
 A lack of ambiguity (in form and content) 
 Narrative plots related to agriculture, military affairs, industry or specific 
relevant policies of the time (land collectivisation, agrarian reform) 
 Frequent usage of ideological terminology 
 Works set in past having to promise a future resolution 
 Works set in the present being resolved within the text 
 Linear time structures 
 Omniscient narrative focalization 
																																																								
184 According to Zhao: “Chinese fiction turned rapidly ideologically-committed 
immediately after the anti-Communist purge in 1927 which drove a large number of 
young revolutionaries out of the newly-established institutions” Zhao, Henry. "The 
Uneasy Narrator, Chinese Fiction from the Traditional to the Modern." (1995): p.255. 
[77] 
	
 
Some of these features are certainly shared with other forms of communist 
‘realism’ in China, and as Yang suggests: 
 
“taking into account factors regarding technique of expression, such as 
structure, narration, characterization and language, Cultural Revolution 
novels shared the basic style of previous novels which were accepted 
as works of realism”185 
 
The fundamental difference however, between Cultural Revolution realism 
and the other forms of realism that have been established within China over 
40 years or so, is that Cultural Revolution realism’s version of realist 
‘authenticity’ was dominated by the concept of ‘idealization’: 
 
“A set of symbolic formulations became popular in defining authenticity, 
including ‘developing authenticity’ and ‘essential authenticity’. These 
formulations stemmed from the tenets of Socialist Realism. Based on 
these formulations, the connotation of artistic authenticity tended 
towards increasing idealization. After revolutionary romanticism was 
officially juxtaposed with revolutionary realism, idealization was further 
justified and emphasized and reached its peak in the Cultural 
Revolution”186 
 
The main feature of this ‘idealization’ process was the valorisation of ‘heroes’ 
and the fundamental role that ‘heroes’ and heroic acts played in Cultural 
Revolution fiction: 
 
“With respect to the characterisation of the main heroes, the standards 
of ‘loftiness, greatness, perfection and brilliance’ epitomize this 
idealization. The heroes’ heroic and revolutionary personal or family 
																																																								
185 Yang, Lan. Chinese fiction of the Cultural Revolution. Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 1998: p.220 
186 Yang, Lan. Chinese fiction of the Cultural Revolution. Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 1998: p.220 
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backgrounds, their handsome or beautiful appearance, their 
extraordinary political foresight and insight, their complete altruism, 
their well-cultivated manner and behaviour, their relationship with other 
characters etc., all embody this principle. The values reflected in the 
idealization are ideology and elements of traditional culture.”187 
 
Heroism and ideology within the framework of ‘idealised’ realism which 
incorporates various thematic commonalities (such as agrarian or military 
themes) and character tropes can act, therefore, as a broad description of the 
main features of Cultural Revolution fiction. Another additional feature of Ma 
Yuan’s literature that needs to be given further contextualisation in terms of 
Cultural Revolution realism is the fact that Ma Yuan wrote the majority of his 
works in Tibet and refers to Tibet in some form in many of his works. Cultural 
Revolution literature had an extremely prescriptive attitude towards writing the 
peasant and ethnic ‘other’ which revolved around ‘enlightening’ the socially 
and economically backward elements of China’s remote areas: 
 
“Prior to Deng’s reforms the minorities were uniformly depicted as 
infants gratefully receiving the benevolence of the party; both in arts 
and in literature, Tibetans and other minorities were seen as innocent 
children, contented and happy in the embrace of the party. The “bosom 
of the motherland” became a metaphor for the containment of 
minorities within the scope and nourishment of the party.”188 
 
The direct legacy of Chinese literature in Tibet that Ma Yuan inherited and to 
which, as a Han Chinese living in Tibet, he would have been highly sensitive, 
was a dogmatic socialist-realist literature which focused on the teleological 
‘master narrative’ of communist ideology using many of the stylistic 
conventions highlighted above. Within such literature Tibet’s past was 
																																																								
187 Yang, Lan. Chinese fiction of the Cultural Revolution. Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 1998: p.220 
188 Batt, Herbert J., ed. Tales of Tibet: sky burials, prayer wheels, and wind horses. 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2001: p.xxi 
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portrayed as corrupt, backward and full of the ‘spiritual opium’ of ‘superstition’ 
and religious belief: 
 
“In such texts, there is nothing positive in Tibet, and the reader is left 
with a sense of legitimacy of the colonizer’s civilizing mission and the 
benevolence on the Communist Party”189 
 
If we were to identify the generic narrative expectations of a ‘standard’ 
hypothetical fiction written by a Han Chinese author on Tibet therefore, the 
colonising legacy of Chinese realism must be taken into account. Clearly this 
does not mean that the norms surrounding Tibet within Chinese literature 
have to be defined by this one literary period alone. Indeed it is certainly the 
case that China’s colonial legacy with regards to its ‘minority’ peoples is not 
just the legacy of the Cultural Revolution: 
 
“Since ancient times, Han culture has always tried to teach the 
“barbarians” (fan) – a name attributed to minorities in the ancient Book 
of Rites (Liji) – how to become civilized human beings.This has always 
meant adopting Han civilization. For its part, the Chinese Communist 
party pretends that the party leads all people, especially “backward” 
minorities, toward the final liberation – The Communist paradise”190 
 
Whilst the colonial, political, cultural and linguistic dynamics between China 
and Tibet are long and complex, nevertheless the vicissitudes and brutality of 
the Cultural Revolution during which “Tibetan culture was assaulted on all 
levels”191 meant that the spectre of Han China’s ‘colonial’ Maoist literature 
would have loomed large over Tibetan writing and ‘writing Tibet’ from a Han 
Chinese perspective. If the 1980s avant-gardists were ‘corroding’ and 
‘dismantling’ the literary legacy of their recent past therefore, then it seems 
																																																								
189 Batt, Herbert J., ed. Tales of Tibet: sky burials, prayer wheels, and wind horses. 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2001: p.xxii 
190 Lu, Tonglin. Misogyny, Cultural Nihilism & Oppositional Politics: Contemporary 
Chinese Experimental Fiction. Stanford University Press, 1995: p.104 
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possible that a Han Chinese writer in Tibet could have been reacting against 
such a clearly oppressive literary form. In Ma Yuan’s case therefore, it would 
be tempting to conclude that China’s textual assaults on Tibetan culture were 
themselves being attacked as part of an avant-garde impulse, although such 
a conclusion would clearly be an oversimplification.  
Although ‘post-Mao’ literature in China can be interpreted in many ways as a 
reaction away from the literature of the Cultural Revolution, this clearly should 
not mean that the concept of ‘realist’ fiction is defined by this period of writing 
alone. In particular, the most significant historical milestone within a Chinese 
conceptualisation of ‘realist’ literature prior to the numerous forms of 
Communist realism was undoubtedly the literature of the May Fourth 
Movement. In a way, the fiction of this era is just as much a form of ‘realist’ 
fiction as the realism of the Cultural Revolution but clearly they need to be 
understood as influencing the concept of standard fiction in very different 
ways: 
 
“The trajectory of post-Mao literature shows that it has moved from a 
return to transcendence, from an urge to recover the familiar May 
Fourth model to a deeper study of Chinese culture and the human 
subject, which eventually resulted in the abandonment of the May 
Fourth model. This thematic trajectory also has an attendant technical 
dimension. The initial resuscitation of the May Fourth literary realism 
soon gave way to a hybridization of realist and post-realist 
experimentations.”192 
 
The literary heritage of post-Mao fiction therefore can be portrayed as a 
reaction against a particular form of realism accompanied by both a 
reappraisal and subsequent surpassing of another kind of fictional realism. 
The ‘initial resuscitation’ of May Fourth realism referred to here were the so 
called ‘Scar Literature’ (伤痕文学 Shanghen Wenxue) and ‘Roots Seeking 
Literature’ (寻根文学 Xungen Wenxue) movements which were the realist 
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literary forms which directly followed the end of the Cultural Revolution and 
are widely understood as being thematically dominated by a reaction to the 
trauma of China’s recent past. In this sense therefore, formulating a set of 
naturalised narrative conventions in relation to Chinese metafiction must 
accommodate the trends in reading of literature identified in the literature 
review, generic features of Cultural Revolution literature as well as a broader 
understanding of Chinese realism and fiction in general. Furthermore, if 
metafiction is understood as a ‘meta’ impulse destabilising a standard ‘fiction’, 
it could be reductive to suggest that the avant-garde writers were ‘reacting’ 
against one particular literary form with a unified socio-political purpose: 
 
“The emergence of the Avant-Garde School around 1987 seemed for 
many a timely response to the exhaustion of the utopian motif of the 
early 1980s. Indeed, most Chinese critics at home viewed the rise of 
the new fiction as a direct reflection of the epochal disillusionment with 
humanism and heroism. To think of the avant-gardists in such 
historicist terms was to compromise their “experimental” aura and to 
pare down an invasive aesthetic revolution to an impassive reflection of 
a social reality gone awry.”193 
 
As Wang Jing also explains for example, “those who look in their stories for 
trenchant critiques of the Cultural Revolution will be disappointed”194 which 
further highlights the fact that the Chinese avant-garde was not a function of 
one particular social movement but a complex literary form which was 
intertextually linked to a broad range of conventions of ‘realist’ literature and 
other forms of post-Mao discourse (and “the exhaustion of the utopian motif of 
the early 1980s” as mentioned above). The avant-gardists may not have just 
been reacting against the realist literature of the Cultural Revolution but also 
against the legitimacy of the realist literature they had inherited through which 
to express such a reaction; unlike the (realist) literature of the initial response 
																																																								
193 Wang, Jing, ed. China’s Avant-Garde Fiction: An Anthology. Duke University 
Press, 1998: p.3 
194 Wang, Jing, ed. China’s Avant-Garde Fiction: An Anthology. Duke University 
Press, 1998: p.4 
[82] 
	
to the Cultural Revolution era, avant-garde writers were not attempting to 
recover a damaged lexicon, to communally express catharsis or explore their 
identities (and therefore search for China’s identity), but instead: 
 
“Their greatest achievement started with the depoliticization of 
language. In their effort to construct a new fictional subject that has no 
historical, socio-political, or even personal identity, the avant-gardists 
map out an imaginary subject position that language simultaneously 
creates and deconstructs.”195 
 
The dynamics of avant-garde fiction therefore are complex in terms of their 
relationship to a particular set of literary norms. The implication for identifying 
the ‘fiction’ element of ‘metafiction’ is that there is a clear progression from 
Maoist socialist realism to the ‘avant-garde’ of the 1980s which can be used to 
outline the evolving framework of realist fiction that metafictions may have 
been reacting to, deconstructing and problematising. Again Henry Zhao’s 
analysis is crucial here as he has identified the shifting narratological trends in 
fiction in China and as such his work is invaluable in plotting the narratological 
features of ‘standardised’ fiction. The idea of what constitutes a standard 
‘realist’ fiction hence broadens out significantly: In the movement away from 
an era of rigid and prescriptive literary forms, avant-garde writers reconnected 
with, re-appropriated, and surpassed a broad range of literary conventions 
ranging from the realist fiction of the May Fourth era, classical Chinese 
philosophy (especially Daoism), and non-Han religious texts, folk tales and 
legends. Whilst the archetypes of established ‘realist’ literature may well have 
been Cultural Revolution literature, the literary legacy that avant-garde writers 
may have drawn upon to ‘destabilise’ this literature is vast. Even if the ‘fiction’ 
component within the term ‘metafiction’ therefore can be pinned down within 
the context of post-Mao literature in the 1980s, Chinese authors had a vast 
literary heritage and a vast potential arsenal of self-reflexive techniques at 
their disposal. As such, it is only through a detailed text-by-text study of 
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Chinese metafiction writers, and through an understanding of metafiction 
being a trend, a genre, and a form of reading, that we can determine the 
nature of the ‘meta’ impulse within a Chinese context. 
 
Conclusion: An outline of the research methodology of this study 
 
The methodological framework chapter of this thesis provides an overview of 
the key elements of metafiction theory, narratology, and a historical 
contextualisation of the author’s works. In particular this methodological 
framework gives a detailed overview of how metafiction theory has been 
understood as well as an overview of the ‘realist’ tradition to which Ma Yuan’s 
metafiction relates. On the basis of this overview of the key theoretical issues 
central to the research of Ma Yuan’s metafiction, a specific methodological 
approach can now be outlined: This study approaches metafiction not as a 
genre into which works are to be classified, and not as an expression of a 
particular socio-political moment within Chinese literary history but as a 
historicised amalgamation of the three models of metafiction as a genre, as a 
tendency (self-reflexivity) and as a form of reading. Furthermore my 
methodological framework accommodates various elements of narratology 
and draws heavily on the works of Henry Zhao and Brian McHale in order to 
analyse the dynamics of Ma Yuan’s self-reflexivity. 
Overwhelmingly, the existing scholarship on Ma Yuan does not focus on 
individual texts by the author but on identifying features from the author’s 
entire body of works for the purpose of generic identification. In many ways 
this study will take the conclusion of many critics (that Ma Yuan is indeed an 
author of metafiction) as the starting point for its analysis: given that it has 
been universally agreed that some of Ma Yuan’s texts are metafictions, how 
should specific self-reflexive texts of the author’s be interpreted? This study 
will apply the theoretical tools outlined in the research methodology chapter to 
analyse two specific works of metafiction by Ma Yuan: “Xugou” (1986) and 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” (1985). The rationale for choosing these two 
particular texts is that firstly they are the most frequently analysed within the 
scholarship on Ma Yuan, secondly these two texts are the most frequently 
used examples within the current scholarship on Ma Yuan to identify the 
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author as an author of metafiction, and finally from my own study of Ma 
Yuan’s quite vast range of short stories, novellas and full length works, these 
two novellas are the two most identifiably self-reflexive of all the author’s 
literary output and as such will benefit most from a comprehensive analysis. 
Whilst many of the author’s works display little to no self-reflexivity (which 
further problematises the tendency towards generic identification), “Xugou” 
and “Gangdisi de youhuo” are the two best examples of Ma Yuan’s 
metafiction and it is reasonable to suggest therefore that an analysis of these 
texts is the most logical way to engage in a detailed analysis of the author’s 
self-reflexive writing. 
This analysis of two texts will essentially follow a three-step process: Firstly a 
range of narratological tools will be employed to identify the narrative 
structures of the texts; In particular this study will focus on identifying the 
individual narrative focalizers within the texts and identifying the structures in 
which they are narrating (i.e. external or internal focalization, first person or 
third person narration etc.) as well as identifying the various narrative plots 
and narrative levels. This analysis will refer to narrative levels using the 
concept of ‘diegesis’ and ‘hypodiegesis’ with the former being the narrative 
representation of a represented world and the latter being the embedded 
narrative within this higher ‘diegesis’ or ‘primary diegesis’ (or to put it more 
crudely these two terms describe the relationship between the ‘story’ and the 
‘story within the story’). Secondly the specific metafictional elements within the 
texts will be identified with attention paid to how they are self-reflexive and in 
what particular part of the text they operate. Finally this thesis will engage in 
an analysis of the texts through the deconstructed framework of the texts’ 
narratological features and metafictional elements to arrive at a conclusion 
about the interpretive possibilities of “Xugou” and “Gangdisi de youhuo”. 
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Chapter 3: “Xugou” 
 
Part one: Analysing “Xugou”’s narrative structure  
 
“Xugou” is often presented as the author’s representative work196 and it is 
frequently drawn upon in identifying Ma Yuan as an author of metafiction. 
When analysing this text, critics have often focused on the role of the author 
within the text as evidence of the text’s self-reflexivity as a ‘fiction about 
fiction’ to use the broad definition of metafiction. Furthermore critics often 
focus on the text’s ‘narrative shifts’ as evidence of its unique narrative style 
which disorientates and ensnares the reader in the ‘narrative trap’. This 
chapter argues that “Xugou” contains a broad range of metafictional devices 
that occur within specific elements of the text and it is only through a careful 
analysis of the various structural elements of the narrative that a satisfactory 
interpretation of the text as a whole can be achieved. Within my analysis of 
“Xugou” I will be concentrating on identifying the text’s key structural elements 
and its main metafictional devices to enable an interpretation of “Xugou” 
which moves away from generic identification towards a more comprehensive 
textual analysis. 
 
i) “Xugou”’s narrators and narrative levels 
 
There are at least two, and most likely three narrators in “Xugou” and the 
relative difficulty in pulling these separate focalizers apart represents one of 
the most challenging elements of the text. The first narrator that appears 
within “Xugou” instantly identifies himself as ‘Ma Yuan’ the text’s author: 
 
 “I am that Chinese guy called Ma Yuan, I write fiction” 
“我就是那个叫马原的汉人，我写小说。”197 
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This narrator addresses both a ‘you’ addressee and the ‘reader’ in first person 
internally focalized narrative throughout the chapter giving the impression that 
this initial level of narrative belongs on a ‘narrator’s level’ or even the ‘author’s 
level’ with subsequent levels falling below as the hypo-diegesis. As this 
narrator directly refers to and discusses a text that he has written, the 
structure being presented within this chapter is that the hypo-diegetic level to 
this narrator is the ‘author’s’ narrative or ‘text’: 
 
“Before I finish telling this tragic story I have to say that the ending is 
made up” 
“在讲完这个悲惨的故事之前，我得说下面的结尾是杜撰的198”.  
 
The quotation above for example occurring within chapter 19 makes it clear 
that narrator one is operating within a different spatio-temporal context to the 
rest of the narrative and is able to discuss and comment on the levels which 
fall below. There is ample evidence therefore to suggest that narrator one 
occupies the primary narrative level within “Xugou” acting as the ‘author’ 
figure for the narrative. 
The transition from chapter 1 into chapter 2 sees the most significant and 
problematic metafictional framing device within “Xugou” and is an element of 
the text which causes a great deal of confusion. As chapter 2 continues with 
the same internally focalized first person narrative this time to a ‘you’ 
addressee (the ‘reader’ is no longer present), there is a strong sense of 
continuity between the narrative of the two chapters. All the way through to 
the end of the second chapter there is no evidence that the narrative 
focalization has changed. It is only when the internally focalized narrator in the 
third chapter narrates in the first person plural ‘we’ and then includes speech 
that is directly linked to the previous narrator included in quotation marks 
(direct reported speech), that the reader is able to detect retrospectively that a 
shift in narrative focalization had occurred199. Furthermore, the repetition of 
																																																								
198 Xugou p.409 
199 This is a good example of the third model of McHale’s “concretization-
deconcretization” process (See page 66). 
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several elements from within chapter two in chapter sixteen200 seems to 
confirm that although chapter one and chapter two appear to be focalized by 
the same narrator, by far the most likely interpretation of the problematic 
transition from chapter one to chapter three is that chapter two is narrated 
through a second narrator. This brings us to the next conclusion that chapter 
three and all subsequent chapters until chapter nineteen are narrated through 
the text’s main protagonist which most likely is the ‘past self’ of the first 
narrator (the assumption being that there is a causal link between the primary 
diegesis and the hypo-diegesis). The first interpretive possibility regarding the 
narrators within “Xugou” therefore is as follows: 
 
Ch. 1 & 19 – Narrator one (Ma Yuan) 
Ch. 2 – Narrator two (the ‘mute’ or the text’s antagonist) 
Ch. 3 to Ch. 18 & Ch. 20 to 22 – Narrator three (Ma Yuan’s past self, or the 
narrator of Ma Yuan’s ‘text’ 
 
Up until this point I have mentioned that these are the most ‘likely’ narrators 
as another interpretive possibility is available to the reader. Considering the 
continuity between chapters one and two (same internal focalization to either 
‘you’ or the ‘reader’ as addressee, same absence of direct quoted speech) it 
is possible that there is in fact no shift in chapter two, and that narrator one 
and narrator two from the model above are the same ‘person’ (narrative 
focalizer). Read in this way, the narrator character called Ma Yuan is also 
narrator two and therefore appears as a narratee within the chapters focalized 
by narrator two: 
 
Chps. 1,2 & 19 – Narrator one (Ma Yuan and the mute within the hypo-
diegesis) 
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了。跟你说这些话的时候我敢肯定我还记着。” (Xugou p.367), the only difference 
being that in chapter 16 these sentences are externally focalized as direct reported 
speech using quotation marks. 
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Chp. 3 to Chp. 18 & Chp 20 to 22 – Narrator two (an unknown protagonist) 
 
In this scenario there are only two narrators and it is even possible that 
narrator two could be ‘you’ or the ‘dear reader’ who narrator one is 
addressing. This strategy above is certainly much less likely in terms of 
continuity with the rest of the narrative, but it is not impossible, and the very 
fact that this ambiguity exists within the text is a crucial part of Ma Yuan’s 
metafictional style201 in which the metafictional framing devices of the shifts 
between narrative focalization are both imperceptible and ambiguous (i.e. it is 
not clear that a shift has taken place and to ‘whom’ exactly). Within these two 
possibilities above there are two equally unlikely scenarios: the first is that the 
text’s primary antagonist figure is able to act as the narrative focalizer possibly 
on the same narrative level as the text’s author, and the second is that the 
author is narrating from the perspective of the antagonist of his own text.  
“Xugou” therefore, can be interpreted through two different strategies in terms 
of the text’s different narrative focalizers. The first of these models 
(accounting for 3 separate narrators) is the model I favour the most, whilst the 
second model is still technically possible but unlikely. As such “Xugou” should 
be interpreted through the structure below: 
 
Primary narrative level:  
Narrator one (Ma Yuan – internally focalized first person narrative with ‘you’ 
and ‘the reader’ acting as addressee)  
Narrator two (the ‘mute’ or the text’s antagonist – internally focalized first 
person narrative with ‘you’ acting as addressee) 
 
Hypo-diegetic narrative level:  
Narrator three (Ma Yuan’s past self, or the narrator of Ma Yuan’s text – 
internally focalized narrative with direct reported speech) 
																																																								
201 Problematising a key component within the act of narration (who is the narrator?) 
brings attention to the narrative process as a whole. Bringing attention to the text’s 
narrative devices is a key component of self-reflexivity, here this self-reflexivity (as in 
other aspects of the text) is facilitated through giving the reader insufficient 
information to adequately order and mediate the narrated world. 
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Within the structure above I have suggested that narrator two operates on the 
same narrative level as narrator one. The logic of this strategy is that if we 
ignore narrator two and only analyse narrators one and three, then the 
narrative structure of the primary diegesis is distinctly different from the 
narrative structure of the hypo-diegesis. The focalization structures of narrator 
one’s chapters and narrator two’s chapter are identical in that they both are 
internally focalized to a ‘you’ addressee without any direct reported speech 
(the only difference between them being the absence of a ‘reader’ addressee 
within narrator two’s chapter). Therefore this continuity between narrator one 
and two (which is so strong that these two narrators appear to be the same 
focalizer) suggests that they are functioning on the same narrative level. 
Logically there is no reason why narrator two cannot exist on the hypo-
diegetic level operating within a different narrative structure to the rest of this 
level and in this sense it is possible to place narrator two on the level below 
narrator one. However, as with the ambiguity with the text’s focalizers, the 
possibility of this strategy means that although it is most likely that narrator 
two occupies the same level as narrator one, the boundaries between these 
levels are destabilised by the text’s ambiguity. 
 
ii) Metafictional devices within Xugou 
 
The metafictional elements within “Xugou” occur within specific sections of the 
text and with certain narrative focalizers. It is not the case for example that the 
text contains consistent and repeated examples of self-reflexivity throughout 
as the narrative level which comprises the majority of the text (19 out of 22 
chapters) contains no metafictional devices at all. The self-reflexive aspects of 
“Xugou” can be found within the title of the piece, the opening quotation, and 
chapters 1, 2 and 19. Within “Xugou” therefore are a series of self-reflexive 
components located within certain sections of the narrative acting upon a core 
section of the narrative which in itself is not self-reflexive. The impression 
given in reading “Xugou” is that there is a conventional, non-self-reflexive 
narrative (the hypo-diegesis) that is framed by a highly self-reflexive narrative 
framing structure (the primary diegesis). 
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1) The ‘readers’ and ‘you’: “Xugou”’s narratees and direct address 
 
Metafiction’s elevation of the status of the reader is also often coupled with 
‘direct address’202, a process by which the ‘reader’ occupies the role of the 
primary addressee of the text through a narrative structure which adopts 
“face-to-face interaction conventions”203. A key component of this technique is 
the usage of a ‘you’ narratee, ‘intimate vocatives’ (such as ‘dear readers’) or 
‘phatic elements’ (such as ‘we’, ‘us’ or ‘ours’) emphasising the fact that the 
reader and narrator share the same spatiotemporal context204. Metafictions 
therefore, often represent a ‘dialogue’ between the narrator and the narratee 
taking on the role of the reader, the presence of whom acts as a clear 
statement of the text’s self-reflexivity through an awareness that it is being 
read rather than being experienced in any real sense. Within “Xugou” this 
process is very prominent within the first narrative level. Narrator one 
addresses two main narratees within the text, ‘you’ and ‘the reader’. Although 
it would be tempting to conclude that these two addressees are one and the 
same, there are some clear differences in the nature of the narrator’s 
‘dialogue’ with these two addressees which indicates that they fulfil separate 
roles. Firstly, when narrator one addresses the reader (sometimes referred to 
also as ‘my dear readers’ 读者朋友们 duzhe pengyoumen) it is often with an 
air of familiarity and affection. However, the nature of the ‘dialogue’, although 
familiar, also makes significant assumptions about the reader. In this sense 
the ‘reader’ is a more pre-populated character than the comparatively neutral 
‘you’. Take for example the first instance of direct address towards the reader: 
“Careful readers will invariably have noticed that I have used an 
ambiguous word, ‘possible’. I think that this group of readers perhaps 
won’t be able to work out why I didn’t use a different Chinese verb, 
‘happen’.” 
																																																								
202 See page 52 in the methodology chapter. 
203 Georgakopoulou, Alexandra. "Discursive Aspects of Metafiction: A Neo-Oral 
Aura?" Edinburgh Working Papers in Linguistics 2 1, no. 13 (1991) p.2 
204 Georgakopoulou, Alexandra. "Discursive Aspects of Metafiction: A Neo-Oral 
Aura?" Edinburgh Working Papers in Linguistics 2 1, no. 13 (1991) p.2 
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“细心的读者不会不发现我用了一个模棱两可的汉语词汇，可能。我想这
一部分读者也许不会发现我为什么没用另外一个汉语动词，发生。”205 
 
Here the author is assuming a very specific and absurdly pedantic interest in 
the text on the part of a subsection of his readers206. Although within these 
instances of direct address the reader never answers back to the narrator 
within their dialogue, the nature of the narrator’s questions are enough to give 
the reader a distinct set of characteristics. In this way the reader is not a 
neutral figure whose personality is left blank in order to accommodate the ‘real 
reader’. Moreover the author is pushing the reader into an uncomfortable 
position as it is extremely unlikely that the real reader will share the same 
interests in the text (focusing on the seemingly trivial) as either the ‘careful 
reader’ or even the general reader figure within “Xugou”. The absurd position 
of the reader in this instance is also heightened by the instances in which the 
narrator engages in self-aggrandising direct-address such as in the following: 
“I’m willing to state that all those authors (and those people who want 
to be authors) who unfortunately can’t find good subject matter to write 
about will certainly be jealous of my good fortune. Is this also true for 
anyone reading this?” 
“我敢断言，许多苦于找不到突破性题材的作家（包括那些想当作家的
人）肯定会因此羡慕我的好运气。这篇小说的读者中间有这样的人
吗？”207 
 
The absurd position of the reader coupled with the numerous self-
aggrandising statements within the first chapter exaggerate an already 
prominent metafictional feature: the foregrounding of the author/narrator and 
the reader/narratee in the narrative process. Whilst a realist novel would avoid 
																																																								
205 Xugou p.365 
206 Ma Yuan frequently populates his narratives with pedantic readers. In “The 
Goddess of Lhasa River” for example the narrator assumes that the reader will be 
interested in knowing the specific longitude and latitude in which the narrative will 
take place. These particular reader figures within Ma Yuan’s texts take on many of 
the characteristics of Brian McHale’s ‘paranoid readers’ (see page 67 in the 
methodology chapter). 
207 Xugou p.366 
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direct references to the real author, the writing process or the reader (all of 
which bring attention to the fact that a text is being read rather than a 
represented world being experienced) here all these elements are exposed to 
absurd proportions.  
The second form of direct address within “Xugou” is when the narrator 
addresses ‘you’ which occurs on the first narrative level and in the narrative 
shift from chapters 1 to 3.  Whilst the direct address aimed at the ‘reader’ 
addressee takes on a familiar air with leading questions suggesting a level of 
recognition between the narrator and the reader figure, when the ‘you’ 
narratee is being addressed the nature of the narrative differs greatly. The 
‘you’ here is not given the distinct characteristics of the reader and in certain 
passages there is a distinction between the ‘careful readers’ and ‘dear 
readers’ and the ‘you’ narratee: 
“Seemingly, someone this self-confident should surely say things which 
demonstrate their confidence, and presumably they would be equally 
as confident in their own novels. For instance, one really shouldn't be 
superfluous, as I am being now, in forcing my readers to listen to me 
reporting about what I’ve written. Now I am going to tell you about what 
I’ve written, because I believe that none of you (or at least very few of 
you) has ever read them. Don’t feel bad for me (and definitely don’t feel 
embarrassed for me) because I have to say that I am completely calm 
and at ease.” 
“这么自信的人好像应该说些表现自信方面的话，好像应该对自己的小说
充满同样的自信。比如绝对不必像我这样画蛇添足硬要在现在强迫我的
读者听我自报写过什么东西。我现在就要告诉你我写了些什么了，原因
是我深信你没有（或者极少）读过这些东西。别为我感到悲哀（更别潜
我不好意思），顺便告诉你，我心安理得泰然自若着呢。”208                                              
 
Here, there is a distinction made between ‘you’ and the ‘reader’ in that the 
narrator is telling ‘you’ about ‘forcing my readers to listen to me report on all 
the things I’ve written’. This distinction is certainly subtle, but in comparison, 
																																																								
208 Xugou p. 365 
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chapter 19 is addressed entirely towards the author’s ‘dear readers’ in a much 
more clear form of address. The introduction of ‘you’ as well as the ‘reader’ is 
an essential element of the text here in order to facilitate the narrative shift 
between chapters 1 and 3. Indeed, the direct address here between the 
narrator and ‘you’ on the first narrative level shares a distinct similarity with 
the dialogue between narrator three and the mute within the hypo-diegesis. It 
is precisely because the nature of this direct address is so similar that the 
narrative shift is so seamlessly imperceptible as the reader is unable to detect 
that the ‘you’ of the primary diegesis (the reader) has now become the ‘you’ of 
the hypo-diegesis (narrator three or the author/protagonist figure). The 
presence of these two forms of direct address facilitates the blurring of the 
relationship between different narrators and narratees which acts as one of 
the key metafictional devices within the text209. Although the technique of 
direct address exists throughout this narrative level, the ambiguous narratees 
create a strong discontinuity in the narrative as the text progresses into the 
third chapter. 
 
 
2) Ma Yuan in the text: the dynamics of the ‘author’ within the text. 
 
 
  
From the first line of “Xugou”’s first chapter, and repeatedly throughout the 
text, a strong connection is made between the narrator and the ‘author’. Many 
critics, in interpreting Ma Yuan’s works, have treated the narrator and the 
author as one and the same, with some arguing that to read “Xugou” is to 
read the author’s thoughts behind the narrative process rather than the 
‘finished’ narrative itself210. This connection is asserted throughout the 
chapters of the text which are focalized through narrator 1: 
“My name is Ma Yuan, that’s my real name. I’ve used pen names 
before but I’m not using one in here” 
																																																								
209 The ambiguous ‘you’ addressee is an integral part of many postmodern (and 
metafictional) texts as explained by Brian McHale (See page 69 in the methodology 
chapter). 
210 This is entirely the point of the ‘synchronous narration’ theory which, as I have 
suggested, is based upon a narratological misunderstanding. 
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“I’m a male citizen with a real name, many of you perhaps could pick 
me out from amongst a crowd” 
“我就叫马原，真名。我用过笔名，这篇东西不用211” 
“我是个有名有姓的男性公民，说不定你们中的好多人会在人群中认出我
212” 
 
 
Within the quotes above a strong connection is being made between the 
narrator and the author and furthermore, this narrator is asserting the fact that 
he ‘exists’ in the real world. The verisimilitude of the author’s status as 
narrator is reinforced by statements such as those above emphasising the 
narrator’s status as a ‘real’ person. In this sense the reader is encouraged to 
read narrator one as a representation of the author’s genuine self, expressing 
the author’s candid opinions about the narrative process underpinning his 
stories. 
Whilst I have identified narrator one as ‘Ma Yuan’ within the text, the reality of 
this situation however is that if we were to use Booth’s theory of the implied 
author: 
 
Real Author  Implied Author  Narrator  Narratee Implied Reader  
Real Reader213 
 
then it has to be concluded that in spite of the apparent closeness between 
narrator one and the author of the text, this narrator (and any other narrator 
for that matter) can only ever be a narrator (not an author, ‘implied’ or 
otherwise). Regardless of how much a narrator who is given the same name 
as the author may be read as if it were the unfiltered thoughts of the ‘real 
author’ , this should not be confused with the real or implied author of the text 
																																																								
211 Xugou p.366 
212 Xugou p.409 
213 This diagram actually refers to Shen Dan’s reinterpretation of Seymour Chatman’s 
diagram to represent the stages of narration (which in turn derives from Booth’s 
theory of the ‘implied author’) Shen, Dan. “Booth's The Rhetoric of Fiction and 
China's Critical Context” Narrative (The Ohio State University Press) 15, no. 2 (May 
2007): p. 176. 
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according to Booth’s terminology214. Therefore, “the Chinese guy called Ma 
Yuan”, as the narrator of “Xugou”, is neither the real author nor the implied 
author but the text’s narrator and can only ever be analysed as a narrator.  
Separating the components of the narrative and making sure they are 
analysed in the correct way is essential to understanding the dynamics of this 
text and avoiding some of the misunderstandings which have built up around 
the author. In particular the idea of ‘synchronous’ narration215, which has been 
used by many critics to describe Ma Yuan’s narrative style, loses its relevance 
when it is acknowledged that a real author and an implied author exist within 
“Xugou” just as much as in any other text. What many critics have picked up 
on is the narrator as author figure which appears frequently throughout Ma 
Yuan’s works. However, as I have stated above this component of the text 
needs to be read as a narrator not the author, therefore when critics analyse 
the role ‘Ma Yuan’ plays within the text they are actually analysing one 
particular narrator within the text.  
This ‘misreading’ of the narrator as the author within the text is a 
consequence of a deliberate metafictional device deployed by the author. As 
Patricia Waugh has argued, metafictional texts often “exaggerate authorial 
presence”216 in order to bring attention to their narrative construction: 
 
“Very often the Real Author steps into the fictional world, crosses the 
ontological divide. Instead of integrating the ‘fictional’ with the ‘real’ as 
in traditional omniscient narrative, he or she splits them apart by 
																																																								
214 This ‘misunderstanding’ of the narratological elements of the text is by no means 
isolated to Chinese critics’ misunderstanding of Ma Yuan but instead seems to occur 
within critical attention on various forms of self-reflexive writing in which there is a 
strong ‘authorial presence’. Take for example Brian McHale’s analysis of the ‘author’ 
figure within Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow: “Interpretations in terms of 
communication on the first plane, author addresses reader, are systematically ruled 
out (though not all of Pynchon’s critics seemed to have grasped this). The reasons 
for this are intrinsic to the logic of fictional communication.” McHale, Brian. 
Constructing postmodernism. Routledge, 1992. p. 96 
215 See page 4 within the literature review chapter. 
216 Waugh, Patricia (1984). Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious 
Fiction. London: Methuen; p.131 
[96] 
	
commenting not on the content of the story but on the act of narration 
itself, on the construction of the story.”217 
 
The minimisation of authorial presence is being presented by Waugh as one 
of the key techniques of ‘traditional’ omniscient narration which metafictions 
are directly opposing. Metafictions exaggerate authorial presence through 
establishing a correlation between the text’s narrator and its author. The 
author’s presence within the text also facilitates the presence of the reader 
and even the ‘text’ within the text. The result of this dynamic is that the reader 
no longer appears to be presented with a realist ‘vision’ of a narrator telling a 
fictional tale, but an author discussing and analysing a text as it is being read. 
This dynamic is clearly present throughout “Xugou”; indeed it can even be 
argued that the narrator’s opening declaration that “I am that Chinese guy 
called Ma Yuan, I write fiction” means that the presence of a metafictional 
author/narrator is particularly overt within the text. 
Again however, it must be emphasised that the ‘author’ is no more present in 
the text in any meaningful narratological way than in a realist text employing 
omniscient narration: 
 
“The artist represented in the act of creation or destruction is himself 
inevitably a fiction. The real artist always occupies an ontological level 
superior to that of his projected, fictional self, and therefore doubly 
superior to the fictional world”218 
 
In Waugh’s statement, the ‘real author’ crosses the ontological divide into the 
text. In the quotation above, however, McHale has identified the fact that such 
a statement will always be misleading, as these ontological boundaries simply 
cannot be transgressed in any meaningful sense. As much as metafictions 
appear to transgress ontological boundaries, the reality is that this 
transgression is merely ‘acted out’ on the narrator’s level. The appearance 
that the ‘real author’ is present within the text enables this sense of 
																																																								
217 Waugh, Patricia (1984). Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious 
Fiction. London: Methuen; p.131 
218 McHale, Brian. Postmodernist fiction. Routledge, 2004; p.30 
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transgression, but it is also the appearance that the ‘reader’ and, somewhat 
confusingly, the text is present within the text which enables a work of 
metafiction to fully act out this crossing of ontological boundaries. Using the 
narrative technique of ‘direct address’, the ‘author’ addresses the ‘reader’ 
about the text itself (rather than the text’s represented world) seemingly 
bypassing the traditional communication between a narrator and a narratee. It 
is precisely because this narrative level creates a dialogue between ‘author’ 
and ‘reader’ that the text’s declarations of fictionality are able to function.  
In addition to foregrounding the roles of the ‘author’ and the ‘reader’ within the 
text, narrator one also stakes a claim over the elements of the text supposedly 
under his control. In this sense, narrator one also acts as a framing device for 
the hypo-diegetic text, framing it in a self-reflexive way. By using this framing 
device of presenting the relationship between an ‘author’ and his or her ‘text’, 
the logical hierarchy which is created within “Xugou” is that narrator one has 
‘control’ over the chapters of the text which are narrated by narrator three. In 
framing the hypo-diegesis therefore through a self-reflexive narrator, a 
relationship is suggested between these two elements of the text with one 
being able to comment on and explain the other. To emphasise the hierarchy 
between the primary diegesis and the hypo-diegesis, in chapter 19 narrator 
one explains why he needs to make overt statements about the text’s 
fictionality before he finishes ‘telling’219 it:  
 
“I am the same as many people who tell stories in that I’m afraid that 
some of you may think that what I’m saying is actually true. Although I 
am temporarily predisposed in the Anding Hospital, I will eventually go 
back out amongst all of you. I’m quite tall and I have a full beard, I am a 
male citizen with a real name, perhaps many of you could pick me out 
from amongst a crowd. I don’t want any sincere people to read this 
story and think that I have contracted leprosy and that I’m some kind of 
monster” 
																																																								
219 Note here that the term to ‘tell’ or ‘recount’ (讲 jiang) is being used rather than to 
‘write’. This heightens the intimacy of the ‘direct address’ between narrator one and 
the dramatised reader. 
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“我像许多讲故事的人一样，生怕你们中间一些人认起真；因为我住在安
定医院里暂时的，我总要出来，回到你们中间。我个子高大，满脸胡
须，我是个有名有姓的男性公民，说不定你们中的好多人会在人群中认
出我。我不希望那些认真的人看了故事，就说我于麻风病患者有染，把
我当成妖魔鬼怪”220 
 
This passage in particular highlights two opposing forces within “Xugou”. The 
fictionality of the text is openly declared on this narrative level, however this 
narrator is suggesting that the repercussions of the verisimilitude of the text is 
precisely why its fictionality needs to be proclaimed. It is only because the 
‘reader’ may actually believe this text to be true that this narrator is interjecting 
into the text, highlighting his ability to control it as it is being narrated and to 
‘make up’ an ending.  The tension within this process though lies in the fact 
that this narrator is controlling both the text’s verisimilitude and its fictionality. 
Indeed these two elements, rather than being two contradictory forces within 
the text, actually seem to amplify each other. In particular the narrator is 
suggesting that it is precisely because his text is believable221 that he feels the 
need to destroy the suspension of disbelief. This, it seems, is a common 
feature of metafictional texts whereby the closeness presented between the 
text’s narrator and its author encourages the reading of the text’s narrator as if 
it were the real author. Not only does this allow the narrator to legitimately 
‘deconstruct’ his own text as it is being narrated, but this ironically heightens 
aspects of the text’s verisimilitude to the point where: 
 
“Occasionally authors may wish to remind the reader of their powers of 
invention for fear that readers may assume fictional information to be 
disguised autobiography”222 
																																																								
220 Xugou p.409 
221 This particular tension for example is clearly seen in the previous quotation in 
which the author/narrator attempts to salvage his reputation for fear that many ‘real’ 
readers will read his story literally and attribute some of its more graphic content to 
the ‘real author’. 
222 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.132. 
[99] 
	
Waugh’s statement above describes a feature of many metafictional texts 
which is clearly highly relevant to “Xugou” (so much so that it is almost as if 
Waugh was referring to “Xugou” directly). In many ways it seems paradoxical 
that a metafiction author should care if their readers believe in their text when 
metafictions are supposed to be so overtly fictional. The reason why a 
metafiction can be both overtly fictional and ‘believable’ at the same time is 
that the verisimilitude and the fictionality of these texts are reinforced through 
the same narrative process which is facilitated through the presence of the 
‘author’ within the text directly addressing the ‘reader’. On this particular 
technique within Ma Yuan’s works Henry Zhao comments that: 
 
“…it can be argued that since the whole narrated world is a fabrication, 
the impression of the events being real is only the result of a suspension 
of disbelief. The two do not contradict each other, since the verisimilitude 
is created on the narrated level while the statements negating that 
verisimilitude are on the narrating level. Instead the two mix to produce a 
paradoxical but significant tension.”223 
 
Using slightly different terminology, Zhao describes how “Xugou”’s primary 
diegesis and its hypo-diegesis represent a relationship between a ‘text’ and its 
‘author’ who can simultaneously create and destroy the text’s verisimilitude. 
The tension between these seemingly incompatible elements is facilitated by 
the fact that we are not being asked to believe in the text’s represented world 
(that which is being narrated), but rather the reader is now asked to believe in 
the text’s narrator and in particular his or her status as the text’s ‘real author’. 
In this sense, the suspension of disbelief has not been so radically discarded 
as may have been thought, as the reader is suspending their disbelief not in 
believing that the narrated world could be true, but that the narrator could be 
the ‘real’ author. 
 
  
																																																								
223 Zhao, Henry. “Ma Yuan the Chinese Fabricator.” World Literature Today 
(University of Oklahoma) 69, no. 2 (1995): p. 314 
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3) The title and the opening quotation 
 
 
“All of the gods are blindly self-confident and this is how their orthodoxy 
is established. They believe that they are unique but in fact they are all 
alike. Take for example their creation myths, their methodologies are 
all the same, this method is repeated fabrication” Apocryphal Sutra 
“各种神祇都同样地盲目自信，他们唯我独尊的意识就是这么建立起来
的。他们以为唯有自己不同凡响，其实他们彼此极其相似；比如创世传
说，他们各自的方法论如出一辙，这个方法就是重复虚构” 
——《佛陀法乘外经》 
 
The strategy of having an opening quotation before the main body of the 
narrative begins is a form of narrative framing frequently used by Ma Yuan.  
Furthermore, many of Ma Yuan’s short works display a very similar structure 
to that of “Xugou” in following the pattern of: 
1) Opening quotation 
2) Direct address in early chapters (with either ‘you’ or the ‘reader’ as 
addressee) 
3) ‘expansion’ of the narrative revealing the identities of the individual 
focalizers of the narrative 
If we take the works within the “Xugou” collection published in 1994 as an 
example, all but one follows this pattern. The opening quotations of these 
texts as the first element within this structure have some interesting 
commonalities that run through them with quotations from Brecht, Barth, 
Somerset Maugham, and Dante being used by the author. The expectations 
of using quotations in this way is that they will give an authorial insight into the 
nature of the text that follows it and furthermore intertextually legitimise the 
text it is framing. On first inspection “Xugou”’s opening quotation seems to fit 
into this structure, however Ma Yuan deliberately problematizes this process 
in his other works through quoting his own texts. The penultimate text within 
the “Xugou” collection “Qingshu” (倾述) for example quotes a line from 
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“Xugou” itself, whilst “Jiusi” (旧死) begins with the following unattributed224 
quotation from Ma Yuan: 
 “At last it is complete 
 I have fulfilled my desire to write a classic – Also Ma Yuan 
“终于完成了 
完成一部古典作品的愿望 —— 也是马原”225 
 
As with many aspects of the author’s writing style, Ma Yuan is not satisfied 
with leaving elements of his work to settle into a particular structure, and when 
they do the author often introduces a narrative strategy to disrupt any sense 
of continuity. When Ma Yuan problematises this structure by quoting himself it 
questions the reader’s desire to make a causal link in the juxtaposition 
between the text ‘proper’ and its framing device. Here Ma Yuan is not overtly 
quoting himself but this particular quote from the ‘Apocryphal sutra’ at the start 
of “Xugou” actually originates from another of Ma Yuan’s works “Tuman 
guguai tu’an de qiangbi” (涂满古怪图案的墙壁). This source being quoted 
from therefore does not actually exist, but is a fictional document which had 
been ‘translated’ by one of Ma Yuan’s frequently re-occurring characters Lu 
Gao. In doing so Ma Yuan is presenting a complex weave of intertextuality – a 
fictional text translated by a fictional character in one of the author’s other 
works is now appearing as an opening quotation in another text. Such an 
overtly fictional form of intertextuality completely changes the relationship that 
this quotation shares with the text as a whole. If Intertextuality, in its ‘realist’ 
form, would see one text being referenced by another in order to form a 
legitimate link between two texts, then Metafictional intertextuality often 
represents itself through the cross-referencing of texts by the same author, by 
texts from within other texts, or even from texts that do not exist (as in Lu 
Gao’s translation). This creates an uneasy logic whereby the process through 
which a text legitimises itself is being used to highlight its fictionality (or its 
lack of legitimacy). In this sense, metafictional intertextuality as displayed here 
																																																								
224 Unattributed in the sense that it does not seem to come from any of Ma Yuan’s 
other texts. 
225 Xugou p. 260 
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does not frame the text within the wider literary canon226, but highlights the 
fictionality of the text’s status.  
Bringing attention to the fictionality of the text in this way has a particularly 
interesting relationship to the content of the opening passage of “Xugou”. In 
the quote we are told that “repeated fabrication” is the method by which the 
gods delude themselves into believing they are unique, and this has a 
heightened relevance considering that this quote in itself has been 
‘fabricated’. Not only are we being told that fabrication is the modus operandi 
of the self-deluded gods in their art of deception but also it is clear enough to 
the reader227 that this message in itself is a fabrication; the caution against 
this form of deception becomes an act of deception itself. In this way the 
opening quotation in “Xugou” is an example of metafiction implemented in a 
highly subtle manner as it does not so much expose, or parody a highly 
standardised literary convention but rather implements it in an ‘illegitimate’ 
way. Whilst quoting one’s own work directly (as in “Qingshu”) pushes the 
convention into an absurd position, “Xugou”’s opening quotation breaks the 
conventions of this literary technique through a carefully woven intertextuality.  
Even at this early stage of textual analysis of “Xugou” there is evidence of the 
author’s sophisticated navigation of the metafictional paradox which 
scholarship on Ma Yuan has navigated with varying degrees of success. At 
the heart of the dominant critical reception of Ma Yuan, which is heavily 
influenced by the concepts of the ‘narrative trap’ and the ‘word game’, is the 
assertion that overt displays of fictionality within a text remove the possibility 
that the text can be read ‘seriously’. The willingness of a reader to become 
involved with a realist text, as if it were a form of represented reality that they 
can engage in and sympathise with, greatly diminishes when the ‘suspension 
of disbelief’ fails. Metafictions are problematic to many readers as they appear 
to not only fail in the suspension of disbelief but actively go out of their way to 
																																																								
226 Which actually happens later in the text when the author refers to two (real) 
novels by other (real) authors that acted as inspiration for “Xugou”, these being Le 
Baiser au lépreux by François Mauriac (1922) and A Burnt-Out Case by Graham 
Greene (1960). 
227 Although a prerequisite for this level of understanding is to have read other works 
by the author and in particular “Tuman guguai de qiangbi” from which this quote is 
taken. 
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sabotage it. The instant problem then is that if a reader is not able to believe 
in the text, how can they take the imagined reality of the narrative seriously? 
The answer for many critics with regards to Ma Yuan’s willingness to state the 
text’s fictionality is that this reality created by the narrative process cannot, 
and should not be taken seriously. “Xugou” contains countless examples of 
self-conscious declarations of the text’s fictionality, even the title of the piece 
could be regarded as sufficient evidence of self-reflexivity to label the piece as 
a metafiction. However, the presence of these overtly fictional elements alone 
does not warrant any instant conclusions about the interpretive possibilities of 
the text. Metafictions cannot be read in one homogenous way (as a word 
game, as a narrative trap) and the aim of my analysis is to treat these overtly 
fictional elements as devices which act upon the text in unique and individual 
ways. The title of the piece, and the reoccurrence of this term within the 
opening quotation therefore should be seen as overtly fictional narrative 
devices which individually act upon the text rather than signpost a certain form 
of distanced and disengaged reading. Furthermore, I argue later in my 
analysis that overt fictionality does not in fact break the suspension of 
disbelief on the part of the reader: metafictions still retain the need for the 
reader to suspend his or her disbelief but it is used in a different way228. 
The role that any text’s title may play is a complicated and unstable one. 
Examples of ‘realist’ conventions for naming a novel hint at a causal 
juxtaposition or an overarching theme which may appear within the text itself. 
A title often acts in order to calibrate a point of focus for the text. Naming a 
novel ‘fabrication’ therefore suggests that the general theme of fabrication is 
explored in some way within the text, or it acts as a label and a reminder that 
the text is merely a fabrication, a fiction. The fact that the concept of 
fabrication is explored within the quotation suggests that both these 
possibilities are likely interpretations. 
In considering the quotation in more detail, we are told that fabrication is the 
method by which the gods create their identities and their creation stories. 
Fabrication therefore is at the root of building up a narrative to legitimise a 
																																																								
228 In reality metafictions often do not sabotage the ‘suspension of disbelief’ but only 
appear to do so whilst relying on it as much as a standard realist text does. (See 
page 206 for a discussion of metafictions and the suspension of disbelief). 
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‘god’. Although this quotation specifically refers to ‘the gods’, the phrase “they 
believe that they are unique but in fact they are all alike” “他们以为唯有自己不
同凡响， 其实他们彼此极其相似”229 is echoed later on in the piece in which 
narrator one, in a passage of first person direct-address, states “Perhaps I am 
doing this to prove that I am a unique author” “大概我这样做是为了证明我是个
不同凡响的作家230”. There is therefore a link between the method by which 
the ‘gods’ delude themselves and mythologise their creation myths and the 
act of fiction writing in which the author takes control of his own unique 
creation myth. In effect, fabrication is at the heart of the production of 
meaning, narrative, or ideology, and stating this within the opening passage of 
the text brings attention to a fundamental question explored within “Xugou”: 
what architecture lies beneath the surface of the text and who is controlling it? 
In essence this is a question of literary subjectivity that exposes the tension 
between who is represented in the text and who is in control of the production 
of this representation. Such a strong opening message could be seen as the 
author’s caveat emptor declaration, or more appropriately caveat lector. The 
fact that this warning is in itself an example of the very process that the reader 
is being warned against should not diminish the importance of this message 
but instead heighten it.  
Fabrication therefore acts as a meta-term highlighting a core concept that is 
problematised and explored within the text. Furthermore the fact that this 
specific term does not appear in the main body of the text heightens the 
sense that this acts as an overarching concept. Whilst the term ‘fabrication’ (
虚构 xugou) is used in the title and the opening quotation, the term ‘to make 
up’ (杜撰231 duzhuan) is used within narrator one’s level of the text (the 
primary diegesis). In a sense, ‘fabrication’ acts as the overarching and more 
abstract term, whilst ’to make up’ is the more immediate and less positive 
term for the act of fabrication. In this way certain links are made between the 
opening quotation and the main body of the text itself, still however, with a 
																																																								
229 Xugou p.364 
230 Xugou p.365 
231 ‘杜撰’ Duzhuan can also be translated as ‘fabrication’ however it has slightly 
negative connotations in that it is frequently used with negative collocations whereas 
the term 虚构 xugou is relatively neutral. 
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sense a distance between the two. The metafictional nature of this segment of 
the text (the fact that it is itself a fabrication) does not break these links as 
much as it suggests a different form of relationship. The title and the opening 
quotation therefore are not delivering a verdict or proscriptive message about 
the text, instead they are entangled in the same complicated web of 
intertextuality and overt-fictionality in which the text itself operates. 
Whilst the concept of ‘fabrication’ ultimately acts as a self-reflexive framing 
device for the text, foregrounding the process of how narrative and meaning is 
fabricated is a particularly pertinent theme that runs throughout many works of 
metafiction: 
 
“The study of how to uncover deceptions is also by and large the study 
of how to build up fabrications…one can learn how one’s sense of 
ordinary reality is produced by examining something that is easier to 
become conscious of, namely, how reality is mimicked and/or how it is 
faked”232.   
 
According to Goffman the process of uncovering fabrication is a way to 
expose the constructs of meaning in general, and this process ironically is 
reliant upon the act of fabrication itself. This logic can be found throughout 
“Xugou”, the clearest example of which being the text’s opening quotation 
which compels the reader to identify the text’s fictionality but also to question 
how this fictionality is established. In testing the reader’s faith in the text to 
make claims about its own fictionality, conversely the reader is also forced to 
assess how any text can claim its own verisimilitude. The paradox therefore, 
at the heart of many metafictions, is that the text can either build or destroy its 
verisimilitude through the same process. 
  
  
																																																								
232 Goffman, Erving. Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. 
Harvard University Press, 1974 p. 251. 
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4) The Narrative shift: the self-reflexivity of the broken narrative frame 
 
The metafictional function of narrator two is different from that of narrator one 
in that its self-reflexivity is not focused around overt declarations of fictionality. 
Narrator two, as the antagonist of the main text plays a metafictional role 
within “Xugou” due to the ‘narrative shift’ occurring between chapter 1 and 
chapter 3. Essentially, the self-reflexivity lies in the nature in which this 
narrative focalization is framed within the structure of the text as a whole. In 
presenting a discontinuity between narrators one and two, the ‘narrative shift’ 
within “Xugou” is self-reflexive in drawing attention to the process by which 
narrative focalization is (or even should be) framed within a text. More 
specifically, “Xugou”’s narrative shift is metafictional due to a lack of framing 
devices233 in that the reader is not given sufficient information to determine 
that the narrative focalization has changed twice by the time the third chapter 
begins.  
Somewhat ironically therefore the absence of a ‘covert’ narrative device 
results in an ‘overt’ self-reflexive device. This process is not overtly fictional, 
but brings attention to the ways in which a realist text organises different 
forms of narrative focalization. In presenting an ‘incomplete’ framing device 
therefore, “Xugou”’s narrative shift is destabilising conventional narrative 
structuring by removing key pieces of its architecture. The effects of this 
process are amplified by the fact that narrator one repeatedly (or even 
excessively) reminds his readers of his control over the text. Given this clear 
hierarchy between the primary diegesis and the hypo-diegesis, it is all the 
more surprising when an element of the latter encroaches into the level of the 
former. In essence, the story’s antagonist should not be ‘allowed’ to occupy 
the same space as its creator. Blurring the lines between these two narrators 
in particular breaches the intimacy that narrator one is fostering with his 
‘reader’ in speaking so candidly about the text he is creating. This narrative 
shift therefore not only highlights the lack of a standardised narrative framing 
																																																								
233 The simplest example of such a device would be the usage of quotation marks 
indicating direct quoted speech.  
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device, but brings into doubt narrator one’s control over the text and his ability 
to be a reliable arbiter of what is fictional and what is not234.  
 
“Xugou”’s narrative structure: conclusions 
 
Having identified the various narrative focalizers and narrative levels within 
the text I have now concluded that “Xugou” contains three key metafictional 
devices: 
 
1) The presence of the ‘author’ and his or her ‘text’ within the text and 
the dialogue with the ‘reader’ facilitated through ‘direct address’ 
2) The ‘narrative shift’ and the text’s ambiguous narrative structure 
3) The overtly fictional opening quotation 
 
Given that these three aspects of the text are highly self-reflexive, the next 
stage in my analysis is to determine how these devices influence how the text 
itself can be interpreted.  
 
  
																																																								
234 It should be mentioned however that this process is not the same as unreliable 
narration and in particular James Phelan’s development of unreliability into three 
components falling along an axis of facts/events, values/judgements, and finally 
knowledge/perception (see Phelan, James and Martin, Mary, “The Lessons of 
‘Weymouth’: Homodiegesis, unreliability, Ethics, and The Remains of the Day”. In 
Narratologies, edited by David Herman, 88-109. Columbus: Ohio State University 
Press, 1999.). The narrator here is not unreliable in any of these ways per se but 
instead is unreliable in its perceived role of the text’s author. 
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Part two: Reading “Xugou” through its metafictional devices 
 
To conduct the next stage in my analysis I will be dividing up the text based 
on its three main narrative focalizers and analysing these three individual 
sections of the text individually before drawing conclusions about the text as a 
whole.  
 
i) Narrator one – the unreliable meta-narrator 
 
If narrator one is to be read as the ‘author’ of the text (or at least the creator of 
the hypodiegetic narrative level that this narrator claims to be controlling) then 
the opening quotation offers many interpretive possibilities into this particular 
narrative level. Echoing the opening quotation’s self-deluded gods in their 
belief that they are “unique”, narrator one also asserts his own uniqueness235 
with various self-aggrandising statements about his literary achievements236. 
In this sense, the opening quotation’s statement about the creation of myths 
legitimising the power of religious deities is directly transferable onto the 
author’s self-legitimisation through his narrative processes. As an opening 
caveat to the reader, this seriously impacts the ability to read the text in a 
‘traditional’ way and the power dynamics involved within the narrative process 
are immediately brought to the foreground. This clear signpost to the reader 
warning of the dangers of putting faith in the ‘creation myths’ of those who 
legitimise themselves through them is counterbalanced by the level of 
intimacy with which narrator one addresses the reader using the narrative 
technique of ‘direct address’. Indeed, just as the conflicting desire to build and 
then destroy the text’s verisimilitude is frequently explored within “Xugou”, the 
desire to warn the reader of the dangers of the text as well as the desire to 
welcome the reader into an intimate engagement with the narrative are both 
explored simultaneously. These seemingly conflicting forces within the text do 
not destroy the verisimilitude of the text as one might expect. Instead this 
tension merely strengthens the reader’s faith in the narrator’s ability to control 
																																																								
235 Initially through using the exact same term as found within the quotation. 
236 These being references to actual texts published by Ma Yuan. 
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his or her text so that the suspension of disbelief within “Xugou” has shifted 
away from what is being represented, onto that which is representing (the 
narrator). Narrator one engages with the reader in a sometimes intimate, 
sometimes hostile manner through direct address to a ‘reader’ or a ‘you’ 
narratee. This intimacy is further established by the assertion that narrator 
one is “that Chinese guy called Ma Yuan”. Whilst Ma Yuan has frequently 
used other narrative tropes to act as the implied author or at least elements of 
the author’s personality (the most famous example of which being the 
‘pseudo-couple’ Yao Liang and Lu Gao which feature heavily within “Gangdisi 
de youhuo” which I analyse in the next chapter), here the narrator is 
discarding these devices (“I am Ma Yuan, that’s my real name. I’ve used pen 
names before but I’m not using one this time” “我就叫马原，真名。我用过笔
名，这篇东西不用”237) and is claiming to represent the ‘real’ author. Narrator 
one in claiming to be the ‘real author’ of “Xugou” also refers to Ma Yuan’s 
other (real) works of fiction and in this particular instance below lists the 
various different creatures that have appeared in these texts: 
“I have written about hawks, vultures and kites, I’ve written about 
bears, wolves, leopards and other ferocious animals: I’ve written about 
small animals (some of which are ferocious) such as scorpions (some 
docile) like sheep, (and others which are neither ferocious nor docile) 
like foxes and marmots.” 
“我写了一些褐鹰一些秃鹫一些纸鹞；写了一些熊一些狼一些豹子一些诸
如此类的其他凶恶的动物；写了一些小动物（有凶恶的）如蝎子，（有
温顺的）如羊羔，（也有不那么温顺也不那么凶恶的）如狐狸旱獭。”238 
 
There is a strong ironic voice within this passage as the construction of 
seemingly arbitrary lists in order to demonstrate a particular fact (which are 
often elicited by the curiosity of the ‘careful reader’) creates a form of narrative 
unreliability239 and therefore a distance between the reader and narrator one 
																																																								
237 Xugou p. 366 
238 Xugou p. 365 
239 This being unreliability on the basis of judgement as the narrator often focuses on 
clearly insignificant elements of the text assuming that these are the aspects that his 
readers will be most curious about. 
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which also underpins the distance between this narrator and the real author. 
In spite of the factual evidence provided to connect narrator one to the real 
author, narrator one is a parody of Ma Yuan and of the author figure in 
general. This parody is characterised by the conflict between the desire to 
assert one’s uniqueness (as in the self-deluded gods fabricating their creation 
myths) and the desire to establish a legitimate intertextuality. Indeed conflict 
and contradiction are common features of this narrative level as narrator one 
is both self-aggrandising and self-deprecating in his struggle to explain his 
text without ruining it: 
“Perhaps I am doing this to prove that I am a unique author, who 
knows? Actually I’m fundamentally the same as any other author, like 
other authors I too need to go out and observe so that I can use these 
observations to make things up.” 
“大概我这样做是为了证明我是个不同凡响的作家，谁知道呢？  
我其实与别的作家没有本质不同，我也需要像别的作家一样去观察点什
么，然后借助这些观察结果去杜撰。”240 
 
Whilst narrator one displays a conflicted approach to his text’s uniqueness 
and its place within the wider literary canon, he also displays an almost 
paranoid obsession on a linguistic level: 
“Careful readers will invariably have noticed that I have used an 
ambiguous word, ‘possible’. I think that this group of readers perhaps 
won’t be able to work out why I didn’t use a different Chinese verb, 
‘happen’. Where other people use the word ‘happen’ I use the word 
‘exist’. 
But I’m not teaching a linguistics class here so let’s just leave it at that.” 
“细心的读者不会不发现我用了一个模棱两可的汉语词汇，可能。我想这
一部分读者也许不会发现我为什么没有另外一个汉语动词，发生。我在
别人用发生的位置上，用了一个单音汉语词，有。  
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我不讲语言学教程，这个课题到此为止。 ”241 
 
Through populating the role of the text’s creator, narrator one can also 
legitimately create a dialogue with the text’s ‘reader’ and thus operate on the 
meta-level of the represented ‘text’ within the text (the hypo-diegesis). Not 
only does this meta-narrative encompass elements of the text’s inception and 
relationship with other texts, it also focuses on a linguistic level by ‘analysing’ 
the implications of the author’s word choices. This linguistic self-awareness is 
facilitated through the ‘careful reader’s’ close (paranoid)242 reading of the text. 
In creating a dialogue about the linguistic elements of the text the narrator is 
openly displaying the text’s fictionality but is also bringing the reader too close 
to the text. The ‘careful readers’ in Ma Yuan’s texts often focus on minutiae 
and the clearly irrelevant: in “Lasahe nüshen” for example, the narrator is 
compelled to give the approximate longitude and latitude of the location in 
which the events are occurring in the text because of the curiosity of his 
readers. Here in “Xugou” the examination of specific individual word choices 
creates an absurd and paranoid reading of the text in which elements that 
would have gone unnoticed or would have been considered unimportant 
(such as the difference between narratives ‘happening’ and ‘existing’ for 
example) are given excessive prominence within the text.  
Narrator one therefore acts as an unreliable ‘meta-narrator’ within the text. 
Through establishing a ‘dialogue’ between an author and his reader, narrator 
one is able to establish a meta-discourse over the hypo-diegesis. However, 
this meta-discourse is not to be confused with a genuine analysis of the text 
and this fact is emphasised through the absurd nature of the narrator’s 
discourse which often focuses on unimportant aspects of the text. 
Furthermore as I have analysed above, no dialogue between an ‘author’ or a 
‘reader’ can ever exist within a text. The unreliability of this ‘author’ figure and 
his ‘readers’ therefore should alert the real readers of the narratological 
impossibility of having an ‘author’ discuss and analyse a text with his or her 
readers. 
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242 See page 67 of the methodology chapter on ‘deconditioning the reader’. 
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In conclusion therefore, narrator one can be interpreted as “Xugou”’s meta-
narrator (or to be more accurate the meta-narrator of the section of “Xugou” 
which is narrated by narrator three) through establishing a meta-narrative 
about the text between its author and its reader. However this meta-narrative 
is being presented in an unreliable way in that this narrator is not a reliable 
arbiter of facts with reliable judgment. In this sense the ‘dialogue’ about the 
text’s meta-narrative becomes an allegory for any narrator’s dialogue with his 
or her narratee, as regardless of whether this dialogue is a covert journey 
through a represented world or an overtly self-reflexive discussion of a text, 
the reader still is complicit in the production of meaning through the narrative 
process ‘outside’ of the text. In focusing on meta-narrative in an unreliable 
way, “Xugou” not only brings attention to the meta-narrative of this text but 
also to the architecture of narratives in general. Narrator one within “Xugou” 
highlights the tension between narrative and meta-narrative, diegesis and 
hypo-diegesis, and therefore between a text’s narrator and its narratee and 
the production of meaning through the narrative process. 
 
ii) Narrator two 
 
Analysing narrator two within “Xugou” is essentially a process of analysing 
two very different components of the text, one being narrator two’s focalization 
of the text in chapter 2, and the other narrator three’s interaction with the 
antagonist of the text (the mute) from chapter 3 onwards. Although it is 
possible to consider these two elements as originating from the same ‘person’ 
within the text, they do however need to be interpreted separately.  
As I have mentioned above, chapter two as focalized by narrator two contains 
all the features of ‘direct address’ which is a common feature of metafictions. 
Furthermore, the direct address is directed towards an unknown ‘you’ 
addressee. Given the fact that the narrative focalizer here is the text’s hostile 
antagonist, the nature of the narrator’s engagement with the ‘you’ addressee 
is almost absurdly familiar and intimate: 
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“You’re very perceptive, no one here can tell that I’m well read. My 
father had money, I just decided to stop reading. Do you want 
something to eat?” 
“How old do you think I am? Just say whatever your first impression is, 
don’t take pity on me, don’t just tell me what I want to hear. No no, 
don’t do that.” 
“你真有眼力，这里没有人看出我读过书。我爸亲有钱。是我自己不想再
读下去了。  你要吃东西吗？”243 
“你看我有多大年龄。说你第一眼时的直观判断。不要怜悯我。不要说那
些想使我高兴一点的话。不不。我说了别这样。”244 
 
Narrator two seems to both flatter and show genuine concern for his ‘you’ 
addressee whilst also being humble and self-deprecating. The intimacy that is 
built up through the use of direct address which mimics the conventions of 
relaxed informal and familiar conversation heightens the tension between 
narrator two as focalizer and the ‘mute’ as hostile antagonist in the next 
chapter. It seems absurd therefore that these can be two ‘perspectives’ of the 
same ‘person’ within the text. 
Other than the intimacy narrator two builds with the unknown ‘you’ addressee, 
one of the key features of this narrator is his contradictory status as a ‘mute’, 
which the ‘you’ addressee is told (and in subsequent chapters so too is 
narrator three) is due not to the mute’s inability to speak but a form of self-
imposed silence coupled with social conditioning.  
 
“I am a mute. Everyone here thinks that I’m a mute. After I came here I 
stopped speaking; I was afraid I’d actually forgotten how. Now that I’m 
saying this to you I can tell that I do indeed remember. Some things 
you never forget how to do, like being able to swim for example. I learnt 
how to swim when I was seven. That feels like 100 years ago now. I 
am not pure Han Chinese – My dad was an Indian businessman. 
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I didn’t speak and so eventually no one spoke to me.  Don’t ask about 
this anymore. What does it matter what my name is? I’ve been living all 
these years just the same without a name.” 
“我是个哑巴。这里人都当我是哑巴。我到这里就再没说过话。我怕我早
把汉话忘了。跟你说这些话的时候我敢肯定我还记着。有些事会了就忘
不了。游泳就是这样。我七岁那年学会游泳。那好像是一百年以前的事
了。不是地道汉族。我爸亲是个做生意的印度人。  
 我不说话。后来也没人跟我说话了。就不要问这个了。叫什么名字有什
么关系呢？这么多年我没有名字一样活着。”245 
 
We know from subsequent chapters that the ‘mute’ is an old man who is living 
in a leper colony (despite not being a leper). There is therefore a bizarre form 
of self-imposed social isolation which again is at odds with the casual and 
intimate ‘conversation’ the mute is having with his ‘you’ addressee. Narrator 
three ultimately engages on an epistemological quest to solve the mute’s 
paradoxical status as a mute and understand his presence within Machu 
village, however within this chapter the ‘you’ addressee is merely presented 
with an intimate ‘dialogue’ with a highly contradictory and unreliable focalizer. 
Essentially, the reader is left to question why the narrative focalizer is a mute 
and then question why this mute is now ‘talking’ to them (by which I mean the 
‘you’ addressee which at this point in the text could easily be understood as 
the ‘reader’) in the narrative. Whilst the direct address structure creates an 
intimacy between narrator two and the ‘you’ addressee, it also creates an 
almost claustrophobic closeness within the narrative as the reader is deprived 
of the information required to rationalise the text’s narrator. What the reader is 
able to ascertain from chapter two is the fact that the mute has now assumed 
the identity of a ‘mute’ and has even abandoned his own name. In particular 
this demonstrates the problematic connection between language and identity 
and furthermore the extent to which an individual’s identity is determined by 
the labels and roles assigned to them. The fact that the mute is now ‘talking’ 
though gives the reader a privileged insight into this act of linguistic deception 
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and suggests that the mute’s identity is possibly being misunderstood within 
the narrative. Even though the mute is being called a mute by others and 
even identifies himself a mute, he is nevertheless destroying this identity 
within the narrative. 
Whilst the mute is clearly a complex and problematic narrator, the very fact 
that this narrative focalizer is ‘allowed’ to occupy the same position within the 
text as the text’s ‘author’ within chapter one is itself problematic. The 
antagonist appears to be sharing the same space as the text’s creator which 
brings the text’s structure into doubt but more importantly problematises the 
other narrative focalizers within the text: if the mute can be so charming and 
sincere when he is focalising the narrative yet so vicious and hostile when he 
is no longer the narrative focalizer, then what implication does this have for 
how we read narrator one or narrator three? Given the mute’s acts of violence 
and sexual perversion (which are analysed within my analysis of narrator 
three below) is it wrong that the reader is being drawn into an intimate and 
familiar ‘dialogue’ with narrator two?  
As such narrator two’s appearance in the text acting as narrative focalizer 
destabilises the integrity of the text’s narrative structure through foregrounding 
the implied power dynamics involved within the narrative focalization process 
in being able to ‘control’ the production of meaning. The closeness narrator 
two fosters with his ‘you’ addressee is destroyed by the subsequent 
depictions of the mute later in the text. Ultimately though this does not lead to 
a more complete understanding of the mute and narrator two, but further 
problematises this element of the text. The reader therefore is not able to 
rationalise narrator two and this has great consequences on how the narrative 
focalizers of the text as a whole are interpreted. 
 
iii) Narrator three 
 
The third narrator within “Xugou” is the narrative focalizer for the most 
significant amount of narrative content within the piece. If narrator one is to be 
read as the ‘author’ of the text, then narrator three is the focalizer of the ‘text’ 
itself narrated in the first person. Given that various connections are made 
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between narrators one and three246, I have concluded above that narrator 
three is some version of narrator one (either as his past-self, narrating the 
story of how he ended up in his present situation in the medical institution, or 
the author’s fictional protagonist). If narrator one acts as the self-reflexive 
narrative commenting on and explaining his control over the hypo-diegesis, 
then this hypo-diegetic level can be seen as the text itself, the 
uncompromised artefact which the other self-reflexive elements of the text are 
intruding into, commenting on, and destabilising. The metafictional framing 
techniques within “Xugou” therefore give the reader the impression that 
somewhere within the piece is the author’s (narrator one’s) text.  
By establishing three distinct narrative focalizers the reader is able to 
compartmentalise different elements of the text. The narrative level in which 
narrator three operates appears to be the least metafictional as it seemingly 
contains no distinctive self-reflexive elements. Instead, the metafictional 
elements of the text all occur within other levels of the narrative strengthening 
the impression that the text’s self-reflexivity is located in one part of the text 
acting out upon this particular part of the text.  
 
1) The epistemological quest 
 
According to Brian McHale in Constructing Postmodernism, the self-reflexive 
impulse which exists within postmodernist writings can be seen as the 
progression from the epistemological (of modernism) to the ontological (of the 
postmodern). Many metafictional texts parody and destabilise what McHale 
describes as an “epistemological quest”247 in which a central protagonist or 
‘cognitive hero’ is in pursuit of an elusive truth within a represented world. 
These quests are often highly stylised and adhere to a strict set of 
conventional codes. The specific modernist epistemological quest that is 
being destabilised within “Xugou” has characteristics which overlap with some 
																																																								
246 One example of these connections is the fact that narrator one, the author who is 
‘writing’ the text we are reading, is narrating from a medical institution because he 
had been exposed to leprosy during the process of creating his text set in a leper 
colony. 
247 McHale, Brian. Constructing postmodernism. Routledge, 1992 p.176. See page 
66 of the methodology chapter for an overview of the ‘epistemological quest’.  
[117] 
	
features of roots seeking literature or the more rigid Maoist works that 
portrayed life in the countryside from a Han Chinese perspective. Broadly 
speaking, within the range of literary forms from the communist literature in its 
various guises to the start of the ‘Post-Mao’ era which depict China’s non-
urban areas, a generic epistemological quest would frequently include involve 
the following characteristics: 
 
1) A male Han Chinese protagonist 
2) A consistent narrative structure such as external omniscient narration 
3) A detached, well-informed, observant, and reliable narrator 
4) An epistemological quest revolving around some kind of understanding 
or ‘enlightenment’ of an otherwise culturally unfamiliar environment 
 
Within “Xugou”, a male, Han Chinese protagonist attempts to come to an 
understanding of an environment which is unfamiliar both geographically, 
culturally and linguistically. The specific nature of the epistemological quest 
seems to be unknown to narrator three and there is no justification or purpose 
presented regarding why narrator three is infiltrating a leper colony:  
 
“I didn’t get any authorisation from any medical staff, I just snuck into 
this forbidden area. I had heard that there are two doctors who take 
care of Machu leper colony. I heard that they are two young Tibetans, 
one of them is a woman and I heard that the man is very good looking. 
The colony has no kind of perimeter fence to speak of, so they can’t 
stop any of the patients from leaving or any outsiders from getting in; I 
was going to exploit this weakness.” 
“我没有把握得到医生的许可，我是偷着溜进这块禁地的。我事先已经听
说有两个医生负责玛曲村的事。听说是两个年轻的藏族，其中有一个女
的；听说那个男的也很漂亮。 病区没有任何形式的围栏。这样它既不
能防止病人外出，又不能防止外人进入。我就是钻了这个空子。”248 
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Narrator three’s quest begins with the quotation above in which narrator 
three’s presence within Machu village is depicted as an illicit excursion into 
the unknown. Although narrator three states that he has made adequate 
preparations for this excursion (purely in terms of equipment and provisions, 
not in terms of his understanding of the area, local language or customs), the 
actual purpose of this quest is notably absent. The epistemological quest 
within “Xugou” therefore is based upon the narrator’s sense of intrigue and 
curiosity within a dangerous and often grotesquely depicted environment. I 
would argue therefore that the parodic elements of this quest revolve around 
the narrative unreliability of the text’s narrative focalizer in that narrator three’s 
unreliable judgement and inability to navigate his surroundings (which will be 
explored further below) often renders the quest absurd. Indeed the idea of 
absurdity is, I believe, a crucial element of some of Ma Yuan’s metafictions as 
the absurdist novels (荒诞小说 Huangdan xiaoshuo) of the 1980s and avant-
garde fiction shared many common grounds249. My frequent usage of the 
word ‘absurd’ throughout my analysis of “Xugou” is certainly deliberate as the 
absurd representations within “Xugou” are a by-product of the parodic and 
destabilising processes common to many works of metafiction. 
 
2) Machu village 
 
Whilst some commentaries on “Xugou” place a strong emphasis on the 
allegorical nature of the Tibetan leper colony of Machu village, this kind of 
interpretation is hindered by the fact that the text’s metafictional elements 
preclude such a reading. In interpreting “Xugou” it is essential to be aware of 
the specific narrative level that elements of the text are operating on. In this 
sense, any allegorical readings of Machu village can only be reserved for the 
narrative focalized by narrator three with the other elements of the text acting 
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Cai, Rong. The subject in crisis in contemporary Chinese literature. Sterling 
Publishers Pvt. Ltd, 2004. 
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out upon and distorting that reading. Some critics have attempted to read the 
depiction of Machu village in this way: 
 
“Ma Yuan’s Machu village is an allegory for Tibet. In fact, we can go 
further and posit that Machu is a metonym for Tibet, in that Machu and 
Tibet are seen as one, and the two are inscribed in the same perpetual 
domain. The leper’s diseased body is slowly decaying; there is no cure 
for the illness but the extinction of the group. For the narrator, Tibet is a 
putrid body, lacking vitality, degenerate, and slowly decaying in its own 
filth”250 
 
The analysis above of the role Machu village plays within “Xugou” offers an 
example of such a reading with a particularly strong emphasis on post-
colonial issues. Interpreting “Xugou” as an allegory in a realist sense is not 
possible in light of the metafictional elements of the text. Even if the 
conclusion above could be derived from a reading of narrator three’s level (the 
‘intact’ text within the text) then its place within the wider self-reflexive 
narrative structure cannot be ignored as this structure will, in many ways, 
preclude such a reading. As such my analysis of narrator three will 
accommodate its status within the text (as one narrative level of many) as well 
as any potential parody or intertextuality (i.e. the deconstruction of an 
epistemological quest) which may demonstrate an implied distance between 
the text’s ironic voice and a ‘straight’ reading on the lines of metaphor and 
allegory. Even if, say, Machu is a metonym for Tibet, it is only a metonym on 
one narrative level and not the text as a whole. In this sense, the elements of 
the text focalized through narrator three are to be analysed firstly in terms of 
their specific functions on that narrative level, and then through the prism of 
the various self-reflexive components within the text as a whole thereby 
providing a metafictional analysis of the text. 
Machu village, as a Tibetan leper colony, facilitates several aspects of the 
epistemological quest. Not only is the narrative placed within a culturally and 
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Wind horses. Edited by Herbert J Batt. Translated by Herbert J Batt. Oxford: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2001 p. xxii 
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linguistically diverse environment, the nature of the leper colony is such that it 
inherently satisfies the desire to explore the intriguing, forbidden and 
carnivalistic251. Through using an isolated and potentially dangerous 
environment to carry out an epistemological quest, the narrative is able to 
explore scenarios and behaviours that can realistically fall outside of expected 
cultural and social norms. In essence, the reader’s limited contact with, and 
understanding of such an environment will facilitate the sensationalism and 
intrigue which Ma Yuan exploits to both feed and subvert his epistemological 
quest. Whilst the overall verisimilitude of the quest may be suspect, the 
environment itself enables the narrative to fall within the reasonable 
expectations of the reader; it is relatively easy to accommodate a 
sensationalist, violent, sexually explicit and provocative narrative if it is placed 
within a remote and isolated leper colony.  
In this sense, Machu village itself as a Tibetan leper colony should not be 
read as an allegorical statement to the effect that Tibet resembles the 
isolated, stagnant and moribund attributes of leper colonies per se. Whilst Ma 
Yuan certainly displays an acute awareness of cross cultural and post-colonial 
issues between Han and Tibetan cultures (which are certainly explored within 
“Xugou” and are discussed below), it is not the case that Machu village 
necessitates a particular reading of the narrative, especially because of the 
text’s self-reflexive nature252. Instead, the wider environment of the leper 
colony can be read as an element of the text which acts upon the narrative as 
a whole. In particular, given that “Xugou” is a self-reflexive text in which an 
epistemological quest is being explored and destabilised, it is important to 
interpret Machu village in relation to the text’s self-reflexivity and this 
epistemological quest focalized by narrator three. 
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‘carnivalistic grotesque’, Mc Dougall describes the tendency of such works to be set 
within “circumstances temporarily free from quotidian consequences and social 
positions” Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a 
Prosaics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990). P.466 quoted in McDougall, 
Bonnie S. "Literary decorum or carnivalistic grotesque: Literature in the People's 
Republic of China after 50 years." The China Quarterly 159.1 (1999): 723-732. 
252 For example does a self-reflexive allegory represent the opposite of a non-
reflexive allegory? Given the text’s metafictional elements can it not be argued that 
the opposite conclusion should be drawn as the inherent fictionality and/or falsehood 
of the text is being highlighted?  
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Furthermore, any allegorical readings of Machu village must be mediated 
through narrator three’s inability to speak Tibetan which heavily inhibits his 
ability to understand his environment. Narrator three therefore is clearly 
entering into an environment from a naïve and at times ignorant cultural 
perspective without purpose or prior knowledge of his surroundings. It is from 
such a perspective of cultural and linguistic ignorance therefore that Machu 
village is focalized. This in itself is a crucial component of narrator three’s 
quest as Machu village is not calmly and objectively observed by an informed 
and distant narrative focalizer, rather it is experienced and at times 
misunderstood through a narrative focalizer which may or may not be reliable. 
Furthermore, as narrator three is only able to communicate with Chinese-
speaking inhabitants of Machu village (the absence of whom would have 
effectively rendered him ‘mute’ and unable to communicate within this 
environment), his quest to understand his surroundings is restricted to almost 
absurd levels. 
 “I said: “Are they always so listless like this? 
 She said: “They’ve no reason to rush” 
“Can none of them speak?” “They can all speak but they rarely do, 
there’s nothing to say.” 
“我说：他们走路都慢吞吞的。 
   她说：他们用不着快走。”253 
““她们都不会说话吗？”“都说话。她们很少说话，没有什么可说的””254 
 
Narrator three’s overall observations of Machu village are typified by the quote 
above. Narrator three for the most part is overwhelmed by the atmosphere of 
lethargy and listlessness of Machu village. Narrator three’s impressions of the 
wider environment are clearly of a lifeless environment which furthermore is 
uninterested in his presence. The stagnant nature of Machu village means 
that narrator three’s epistemological quest is channelled towards a very 
specific direction in that the elements of the narrative that become part of his 
quest are those that either stand out as unique, or stand out in the fact that he 
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can actually engage with them. In particular, narrator three pursues three 
main quests in his interactions with the three main characters in the narrative: 
the unnamed leper woman, the Lopa, and the mute. These three characters in 
particular are either unique because they can understand Chinese (in the 
cases of the leper woman and the mute) or are somehow observed by 
narrator three as not fitting into the wider environment of Machu village. Within 
this environment therefore, narrator three’s individual interactions with the 
text’s three main characters (each of which is analysed below) can then be 
seen as the main narrative components of the epistemological quest. 
 
3) The leper woman 
 
Narrator one’s interaction with the un-named leper woman clearly pushes the 
narrative into the realm of absurd masculinity and sexuality. Narrator three’s 
anxiety about contracting leprosy through drinking from a cup in the woman’s 
house is rendered absurd by the passage below: 
“She was already asleep and her body was completely relaxed, her 
swelling chest and her thigh were pressed against me, I loved them. I 
didn’t care that her nipples had rotted off. I already knew that her 
fingers and toes had half rotted away. She was a sweet woman and 
that was more important than anything. I also knew one other important 
thing about her – she loved me. In this moment I even wanted to stay, 
to stay amongst them, to stay by her side.” 
“她已经睡得浑身松弛了，她的胀鼓鼓的胸膛和大腿贴紧我，我爱它们，
我不在乎她乳头已经烂掉了。我早就知道她的手指脚趾也都烂掉了半
截。她是个温馨的女人，这比什么都要紧，我还知道另一件也很要紧的
事—就是她爱我。有那么一个瞬间，我甚至想过留下来，留在他们中
间，留在她身边。”255 
 
It is unlikely that the reader is expected to believe the narrator’s sincere 
assertions about the leper woman’s attractiveness considering the emphasis 
placed on the grotesque manifestations of the leprosy which the narrator now 
																																																								
255 Xugou p.401 
[123] 
	
seems to be unperturbed by. This passage in particular demonstrates the 
strong ironic tone that runs throughout “Xugou” as the narrative is taken into 
uncomfortable territory by a seemingly sincere (but clearly unreliable) 
narrator. Narrator three’s sexual encounter with the leper woman 
demonstrates an absurd and reckless form of sexual desire through his 
willingness to not only sexualise women even in seemingly impossible 
situations, but also through an almost uncontrollable desire to engage in 
homo-social competition with his male peers. Whilst narrator three is quietly 
observing a basketball game taking place within the village, which is the one 
activity that unites all the male inhabitants (apart from the mute), his need to 
remain detached from his surroundings is usurped by his desire to compete: 
“I didn’t have any time to think about what happened next, I’m not sure 
what force had drawn the basketball to me but all of a sudden it rolled 
over to my foot. With a flick of my foot the ball was in my hand. 
At the time I regretted being so rash but I didn’t really have time to 
over-think it. 
I was standing along the eastern edge of the court at least a good ten 
yards from the hoop. I bent my wrists back and used my lower body 
strength to throw the ball. You can probably guess what happened next 
without me telling you, as luck would have it the ball went in without 
even touching the rim, shame there wasn’t a net. 
Finally I got the attention of the Machu villagers, everyone was 
applauding me. I became the focal point for the whole village, the 
centre of attention if you will. What I regretted at the time though was 
that I had exposed myself.” 
“接下来发生的事使我来不及多想，篮球不知受了什么东西吸引，突如其
来滚到我脚下。我用脚尖一踮，球就到了我手里。  
我当时后悔自己太冒失，不过我的确来不及多想。我站在场外偏东一
侧，离球篮少说也有十步远，我运足力气，压腕将球投出。 我不说你
们也能猜到，天公作美求进了，而且空心入篮。没有网。太可惜了。 
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我终于引起了玛曲村民的关注，所有的人都在为我叫好。我成了大家目
光的焦点，所谓众目睽睽。我当时后悔的就是我自己暴露了。”256 
 
In engaging in such competition within unfamiliar and potentially hostile 
surroundings narrator three has abandoned the studied detachment normally 
associated with observations of culturally unfamiliar landscapes (which 
narrator three even acknowledges in the text). Narrator three is not discreetly 
cataloguing the social and cultural practices of an exotic landscape, he is 
trying to conquer and influence his surroundings. In terms of the leper woman, 
narrator three’s epistemological quest is one of sexual conquest in which male 
homo-social and sexual desires usurp any need to retain any cultural or 
physical distance either out of respect or fear for his surroundings or to better 
act as the covert scribe chronicling an authentic cultural experience.  
Indeed this sexual quest seems to stem directly from the homo-social 
competition displayed at the basketball game. In observing the basketball 
game (and up to that point remaining unnoticed by the inhabitants of Machu 
village) narrator three quickly identifies the only person who demonstrates any 
particular skill only to then be told by the leper woman that she has a child by 
him: 
“Amongst all the people playing basketball there was one short guy 
who was particularly agile, I’d estimate that he was about 40. He was 
the only one of all the basketball players who actually understood how 
to dribble and shoot. 
He had individually scored several baskets and each time he did the 
crowd would cheer.  
He had just scored another basket which everyone was cheering. She 
nudged me with her shoulder and patted her son. 
She said: “It’s his child.” 
Completely dumbfounded I heard the pride in her voice. 
She then said: “Sometimes he sleeps with me.” 
																																																								
256 Xugou p.377 
[125] 
	
As she was saying this she didn’t lower her voice at all, we were 
surrounded by people watching the game. She didn’t care, my face 
was red.” 
“打球的人中有个小个子突出地灵活，我估计他有四十岁左右。他是所有
球员中唯一懂得运球和投篮要领的人。他一个人投进了几次，每次都赢
得一片起哄式的喝彩。  
他又投进了一个球。就在大家起哄时，她用肩膀撞了我一下，然后用手
拍拍男孩。  
 她说：“是他的儿子。”  
我就是傻子也听得出她话里的自豪意味。  
她又说：“他有时过来跟我睡觉。”  
她说话时全不放低声音，我们周围挤满了观战的人们。她不在乎，我脸
却红了。 ”257 
 
I have argued above that Narrator one acts as an unreliable meta-narrator 
within “Xugou”. In the same way narrator three also displays a strong 
narrative unreliability on the level of judgment (rather than perception). The 
passage above describing the leper woman’s unpleasant physical features 
whilst asserting her sexual attractiveness clearly indicates that the reader 
should not share the same value system or judgment of narrator three. As a 
consequence the reader is made aware of this narrator’s absurd sexual 
engagement with his surroundings which foregrounds gender issues within 
the narrative. In this sense, “Xugou”’s absurd masculinity prohibits the 
narrative focalization from covertly normalising a male exoticised 
representation of the female other within the text. “Xugou” therefore eschews 
the problematic exoticised voyeurism of many works of Roots-seeking and 
Maoist fiction for an uncomfortable and ironic closeness to the sexualised 
other.  
The sense of an absurd masculinity impelling narrator three’s engagement 
with the leper woman is heightened by the distinct lack of conservatism within 
Machu village as a whole but in particular with the leper woman herself. The 
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female inhabitants of Machu village cannot be seen as primitive and sexually 
naïve targets of the male focalizer’s more sophisticated and liberal sexual 
desire. Instead, it is the narrative focalizer himself who appears weaker and 
culturally incompatible with the targets of his voyeurism.  
“After we made love I was exhausted and wheezing, I had used up all 
my energy, I was completely spent. 
However she said: “You’re not as strong as you appear, you’re not as 
good as him, when he comes over here we can go all night and he isn’t 
out of breath like you are.” 
“做爱之后，我气喘吁吁精疲力竭，我尽了全力。 
可是她说：“你长得强壮是假的。你不如他。他到我这里干一夜不会喘得
象你这样。”258 
In particular the passage above heavily reduces the ability of the reader to 
identify the leper woman as a naïve, passive and sexualised other. Instead 
narrator three loses some of the power that he gained through his earlier 
homo-social interactions and also loses his ability to be seen as physically 
(and perhaps therefore culturally) superior. Narrator three’s engagement with 
the leper woman subverts the expected literary conventions of representing 
an exoticised culturally different ‘other’ which in this case should inherently be 
kept at a safe distance. The expected voyeuristic (and therefore emotional 
and intellectual) distance between narrator and narratee is broken and the 
gender dynamic between the two becomes intimate to an absurd degree. 
Furthermore, the “he” referred to here by the leper woman in the quotation 
above being compared to narrator three’s sexual prowess is the same person 
who narrator three had earlier competed against within the basketball game, 
the father of the leper woman’s child, which adds a further homo-social 
element to their interaction. 
Narrator three’s engagement with the leper woman however is significantly 
more complicated than the absurd sexual encounter that they share and 
narrator three’s desire for sexual conquest. As the first person that narrator 
three encounters within the narrative, and one of only two Chinese speakers 
with whom he can communicate, the leper woman acts as narrator three’s 
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cultural interlocutor for large parts of “Xugou” providing insight into an 
environment that narrator three has little to no knowledge about. In this sense 
the leper woman holds a great deal of power within the text as without her 
input narrator three would be largely clueless about the intricate social fabric 
of the leper colony and would not be able to realistically function within this 
environment. Whilst the leper woman offers narrator three a great deal of 
insight and assistance towards the start of the narrative, when narrator three 
becomes ill the leper woman then also takes on the responsibility of nurturing 
narrator three back to health: 
“That night I got a huge fever, I only started to fall asleep when the sun 
was starting to come up. She said that I was talking the whole night, 
she couldn’t make out what I was saying. She said she didn’t get any 
sleep all night – this is how I became her patient.” 
“那个晚上我发了一夜高烧，天亮时我才沉沉睡去。后来她说我整夜都在
说话，又说不清楚。她说她一夜没睡。我就这样成了她的病人。”259 
 
Given narrator three’s severe symptoms (from what later transpires as being 
possibly altitude sickness) and anxiety about contracting leprosy from the 
leper woman, their sexual interaction later on becomes all the more absurd. 
By this point in the text however, in spite of the inherent risks involved, 
narrator three is unquestioning in his desire to be embraced into the leper 
woman’s home and care. Not only this, but during his recuperation period 
narrator three builds a rapport with the leper woman’s son to the point that 
towards the end of the narrative he has established a nurturing pseudo-
paternal relationship: 
 
“Her child had already stopped treating me like a stranger, he was 
watching what I was doing whilst he sat up on my shoulders, he was 
gripping my hair tightly with his two hands.” 
“孩子已经不再把我当外来人，他骑在我脖颈上看我干活，两手牢牢攥紧
我的头发。”260 
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Not only do narrator three and the leper woman establish a sexual 
relationship, they also form an intimate and nurturing (through the leper’s care 
of narrator three during his illness and through narrator three’s affection for 
her son) bond with each other. In a sense, this bond is even more absurd than 
their sexual encounter; the establishment of a tender and loving relationship in 
such an extreme environment goes even further into uncomfortable territory 
than a mere sensationalised sexual conquest designed to both intrigue and 
disgust. Clearly, the voyeuristic sense of distance between narrator and 
narratee, which may have been expected within a text dealing with leprosy in 
a culturally unique environment, has been destroyed to absurd levels. The 
result of this lack of distance is a claustrophobic narrative in which the clear 
narrative unreliability within the text pushes the reader towards a higher 
narrative level in search of a more reliable and controlled mediator of events. 
Whilst narrator three displays a carelessness and recklessness throughout his 
quest, it is especially through his interactions with the leper woman that the 
text is pushed towards the absurd and unreliable.  
 
 
4) The lopa 
 
 “She said: “You know he likes you” 
 I nodded earnestly. 
She said: “You didn’t know that he’s a Lopa did you?” Actually I didn’t 
know that. I deliberately used a calm and cold tone and said “No I 
didn’t know”. 
She said: “They don’t like Lopas, they don’t let me mix with the Lopas, 
he stopped spending time with me a while ago.” I didn’t ask her who 
‘they’ were exactly. 
她说：“你知道他喜欢你。” 
我郑重其事地点头首肯。  
 她说：“你不知道他是珞巴人。” 我的确不知道。我故意用极冷静而又冷
淡的口吻说：“我不知道。”  
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她说：“他们不喜欢珞巴人，他们不让我跟珞巴人来往。他早就不和我来
往了。” 我不便问她说的——他们——指的是谁。261 
  
It is not until the passage above from chapter 15 that the Lopa262 is identified 
as such by the leper woman. Up until this point, this character is referred to 
merely as “him/he” “他” or as “the short guy who plays basketball” “打球的小个
子男人”263 by narrator three. Even before he is identified however, the Lopa is 
involved in several crucial exchanges that narrator three has in his early 
interactions with Machu village. First of all, the character which becomes 
known to narrator three as the Lopa is the person identified by narrator three 
as the only competent player during the basketball game, and subsequently 
he becomes an initial target for narrator three’s desire to homo-socially 
compete within this environment. Although the basketball game finally gets 
the attention of the inhabitants of Machu village, the Lopa for one reacts 
negatively to narrator three’s actions: 
“It was also in this moment that I became aware of the gazes of two not 
particularly friendly people. One of them was the short guy playing 
basketball.”  
“也就是在这个瞬间里，我发现两个不那么友好的人的注视。一个是那个
打球的小个子男人。”264  
 
Narrator three and the Lopa initially are hostile competitors to one another, 
and narrator three’s absurd sexual and romantic relationship later in the text 
(with the mother of the Lopa’s child) further pushes narrator three towards the 
assertion of a dominating and an impulsive form of masculinity. However as 
narrator three understands more about the relationship between the leper 
woman and the Lopa this initial hostility quickly subsides. By the end of the 
																																																								
261 Xugou p.400 
262 ‘Lopas’ are one of the smallest of the 56 ethnic groups within China who are 
predominantly based in the mountainous regions of southern Tibet and Northern 
India. 
263 Xugou p.388 
264 Xugou p.377 
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narrative narrator three actually sympathises with the Lopa at the expense of 
the leper woman:  
“I remembered that first time at the basketball court when she had 
proudly told me that her child was his, and I also remember how cold 
they were with each other that time at her house. Just because other 
people (they) wouldn’t allow it, she abandoned him, this made me 
angry with her, made me hate her, look down on her.” 
“我又回忆起第一次在球场，她自豪地说孩子是他的——还有那次在她家
里他们彼此冷淡。因为别人（他们）不让，她就抛弃他，这个事实使我
生她的气，恨她，鄙视她。”265 
 
It is at this point in particular within the narrative that the Lopa becomes a 
point of sympathy and intrigue for narrator three within his own right. From this 
point onwards the Lopa becomes part of narrator three’s epistemological 
quest as narrator three tries to understand the Lopa’s cultural and religious 
practices. The Lopa is observed at the sacred tree, not following the ritualistic 
procession of the other villagers, but carving icons out of stone. Although 
narrator three is uncertain about the specific religious references and 
symbolism of his carvings, nevertheless the carvings represent the most 
significant interaction between narrator three and the Lopa, especially when 
the Lopa gives narrator three one of his carvings. The progression from the 
“guy playing basketball” “打球的小个子男人” to the skilful and devoted Lopa is 
entirely facilitated without any direct dialogue with narrator three. The 
development of narrator three’s epistemological quest with the Lopa is a quest 
outside of language or at least a quest based on second hand information and 
cultural misunderstandings. The initial hostility narrator three elicited through 
his homo-social competition in his new environment develops into a 
seemingly meaningful rapport largely based on the respect for religious 
devotion and craftsmanship and sympathy for the Lopa considering his 
cultural isolation within Machu village. The wider stagnation of Machu life is 
broken by the Lopa’s acts of devotion and narrator three’s realisation that 
																																																								
265 Xugou p.400 
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even within an already isolated and ostracised environment religious or racial 
prejudices can still remain intact. In sympathising with the ostracised ‘other’ 
within a group of ostracised ‘others’ narrator three brings attention to the 
cultural, ethnic and linguistic tensions within his engagement with the Lopa 
and Machu village as a whole. For as much as narrator three’s curiosity about 
the ritualistic practices of Machu village impel him towards a cultural and 
religious quest focused on the Lopa, any understanding that narrator three 
derives from his environment is stunted and hampered by his own cultural 
preconceptions.  
 
5) The mute. 
 
As I have discussed above, the mute266 occupies two narrative levels of the 
text: as narrative focalizer in chapter two and as narratee within the section of 
the text focalized through narrator three. Within my analysis, these two 
components have been treated as separate elements of the text that 
nonetheless modify and influence each other. Whilst chapter two acts upon 
chapter one and narrator one because of the narrative shift occurring between 
chapters one and three, likewise narrator two and the mute as focalized by 
narrator three have a strong influence upon each other. Firstly, the leper 
woman knows very little about ‘the mute’, the only details she gives narrator 
three being: 
“She said: “The mute is always staring at outsiders, don’t be afraid of 
him.” 
 I said: “Which one is the mute?” 
 She said: “The old guy with the hunchback. He’s no trouble.” 
 I said: “Is he here alone? I mean, does he have any family here?” 
She said: “He’s the oldest one in the village, he lives alone in that small 
house in the south-eastern corner of the village. He doesn’t mix with 
other people. Every day he climbs the mountain to the north by 
himself.” 
																																																								
266 As with the other two main characters which narrator three interacts with, the 
mute is unnamed. Narrator three refers to this character merely as “he/him” (他 ta) 
until the female leper refers to him as “the mute” (哑巴 yaba). 
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I said: “When?” 
She said: “In the morning at breakfast time.”” 
“她说：“哑巴总是盯着外来人，别怕他。”  
我说；“哑巴是哪一个？”  
 她说：“驼背的老人。他很老实。”  
我说；“他一个人在这儿吗？ 我是说，他在这儿还有亲人吗？”  
她说：“他是村里年龄最大的，他一个人住在村西南角那个小房子里。他
不和别的人来往。他每天一个人往北面山上爬。”  
我说；“什么时候？”  
她说；“早上吃？粑的时候。” ”267 
 
Unlike the Lopa, about whom narrator three receives a great deal of 
information from the leper woman, the mute seems to be an unknown quantity 
amongst the inhabitants of Machu village. It is assumed that this particular 
character is mute, however this is obviously a misunderstanding as the mute, 
as we know from chapter two and from the dialogue with narrator three in 
chapter three, is merely silent through a combination of choice and social 
conditioning. Our understanding of this character is obviously informed by 
narrator two’s direct address in chapter two in that we already know that ‘the 
mute’ is not a mute, and apart from in chapter two, he also has a fairly 
extensive dialogue with narrator three. In this sense the mute becomes a 
challenging element of the narrative to interpret, as not only does it seem to 
fall across two narrative levels, the mute is also one of the most unstable and 
contradictory elements of the text as narrated by narrator three. In particular, 
narrator three’s representation of the mute shifts, from a weak and feeble old 
mute in some parts of the text to a strong, powerful and dangerous antagonist 
in other parts: 
“All of a sudden he magically went from being a pitiful old man to being 
an armed robber.” 
“他像变戏法一样，突然从一个可怜的老人变成荷枪实弹的强盗。” 268 
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268 Xugou p.368 
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In order to analyse the mute we need to first assess the reliability of narrator 
three’s representation of this element of the text. Narrative unreliability (on the 
axis of perception) would accommodate the contradictory nature of the mute 
and further strengthen the case for narrator three as being an unreliable 
narrator. Elsewhere within “Xugou”, and in particular with the female leper, 
narrator three displays narrative unreliability on the basis of judgement. If the 
mute is being misrepresented then narrator three would also display another 
form of unreliability, however given the otherwise reliable narration in this 
regard throughout the rest of the text it is more likely that the mute is an 
unstable, fragmentary and contradictory element of the text. Making this 
‘decision’ about the mute not being misrepresented is an important 
interpretative step within “Xugou” as one of the functions of the mute’s 
contradictory representations is to destabilise the level of narratee within the 
text focalized through narrator three. This is a critical function within the text 
as each narrative focalizer and narrative level is being destabilised. If this 
were not the case then narrator three could have been interpreted as an 
unreliable narrator in an otherwise reliably realistic represented world.  
“I summoned up the courage to give him a nudge, he lifted up his head, 
he looked like he was suffering from dementia. From my experience I 
was completely certain that he couldn’t have been faking this. I started 
to doubt my own memory, I had no idea how to explain what happened 
a couple of days ago on the mountain.” 
“我乍着胆子用手碰了他一下，他抬起头。完全是一副痴呆样。这不可能
是装出来的，我凭我的全部经验起誓。我怀疑自己的记忆，我不知道几
天前山上的一幕该怎样解释。”269 
 
Narrator three, in questioning his memory and perception (his reliability) in 
light of the contradictory nature of the mute in the passage above provides 
evidence that he is, in this regard at least, a reliable narrator. As such, the 
mute (unlike the Lopa or the leper woman) should be analysed as an 
unstable, surreal and contradictory element of the text. Furthermore the mute 
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can also be analysed as two separate elements of a dualistic and 
contradictory whole, these two elements being the non-mute antagonist on 
the mountain (in chapters 2,3 and 16), and the mute within Machu village. In 
particular, the contradictory elements of the mute, initially at least, fall very 
sharply into these two categories. The mute who speaks to narrator three on 
the mountain, and the mute who remains silent within Machu village are the 
two distinct sides of this element of the text. Whilst all of the inhabitants of 
Machu village believe him to be a mute, this character, when engaging with 
narrator three on the mountain next to Machu village, breaks his self-imposed 
silence and engages with narrator three in a hostile and threatening manner: 
“His movements were agile and he looked fierce and threatening. 
Judging from its sound and appearance I could tell that the gun in his 
hand was real. He was pointing the muzzle of the gun at my face. I 
remember that he said that there were seven bullets in the clip. My leg 
suddenly started to tremble. This time he said “Take everything out of 
your bag! Hurry up! Did you hear me?” 
I was scared stiff. At the time I couldn’t even think I was just fixated on 
the jet black muzzle of his gun; I remember it being so much bigger 
than I had imagined, like a cave, as if I could walk right into it standing 
up.” 
“他动作迅捷模样凶狠，我从声音和外型可以断定他手里的是真枪。他用
枪口对着我的脸，我想起他说的弹夹里还有七发子弹。我的腿突然哆嗦
起来。这时他说：“把背包里吃的东西统统拿出来！快点！听见了没
有？” 
我完全吓傻了。我那时脑子里什么都不能想，我只是住黑森森的枪口。
我记得它比我想象的要大得多，像个山洞，我完全可以直着腰走进
去。”270 
 
The vitality of the mute on the mountain is coupled with his acts of hostility 
and aggression which exaggerate the silent and passive nature of the mute 
within Machu village. The pistol, and the limited ammunition left are a clear 
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indication of the mute’s ability to control and intimidate through violence and 
through language. Not only is the mute seemingly empowered by his gun and 
the mountain, he is also reliant upon intruders such as narrator three to open 
up his dialogue and his hostility and to play the ‘role’ of victim within his 
routine. 
In contrast, the mute within Machu village remains evasive, silent and 
passive. Furthermore it is during narrator three’s encounters with the mute 
within Machu village that the more grotesque and disturbing imagery within 
“Xugou” can be found, in particular when narrator three observes an act of 
bestiality between the mute and his dog. This coupled with narrator three’s 
disturbing sexual encounter with the leper woman are ample evidence of the 
‘carnivalistic grotesque’ within Ma Yuan’s works271. It could hardly be clearer 
therefore that the mute performs a complicated role within narrator three’s 
engagements within Machu village being both a hostile antagonist and a weak 
and morally suspect vehicle for acts of sexual perversion.  
The two sides of the mute seem to coexist until narrator three’s presence 
disturbs the natural order of events. Until this point, the inhabitants of Machu 
village had shown no curiosity about the mute’s activities. Narrator three’s 
epistemological quest within Machu village, and in particular his ability to 
speak to the mute disturbs the established and unquestioned order within this 
isolated environment. When narrator three pursues the mute onto the 
mountain and is confronted by him for a second time the dialogue resembles 
their first encounter: 
“It was only at this moment that I became aware of the fact that I had 
heard everything he was saying previously. I didn’t in any way want a 
repeat of the act from four days ago as I didn’t have much confidence 
in my role in that particular scene.” 
																																																								
271 For a full explanation of this concept and its implications within modern Chinese 
literature within the 1980s and 1990s, see McDougall, Bonnie S. “Literary Decorum 
or Carnivalistic Grotesque: Literature in the People's Republic of China after 50 
Years.” The China Quarterly (Cambridge University Press), no. 159 (Sep 1999): 723-
732. 
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“直到这时我才有一点觉悟。他说的每一句话我都不是第一次听见。我无
论如何不想让四天前的情节剧重演，我对我扮演的那个角色实在没有信
心。 ”272 
 
Coincidentally, it is also at this moment when the reader is able to fully 
decipher that narrator two was actually the mute acting as narrative focalizer. 
In particular, several passages from chapter two are repeated here in chapter 
16 although this time they are in direct reported speech in quotation marks 
through narrator three’s first person focalization. Narrator three’s realisation 
therefore about the events within narrative three’s represented world is 
echoed in a ‘realisation’ on the part of the reader. This time however, whereas 
in chapter two the direct address structure meant that only one half of the 
dialogue between the mute and his addressee is present, here narrator three 
attempts to interrupt the mute’s dialogue. The presence of an addressee who 
can ‘answer back’ to the mute seems to diminish his level of power and 
control, for whereas before the mute suddenly transformed into an agile and 
hostile antagonist, in their second encounter he remains weak and frail.  
Having gained control over the mute the equilibrium between his two 
contradictory sides is broken and the mute’s transformation now seems to 
have been prevented. In regaining power over the dialogue (through gaining a 
‘voice’ within the text’s narrative structure), narrator three upsets the natural 
balance of the mute’s power dynamic and neutralises his authority. After their 
encounter, the mute’s suicide (after killing his dog) erases any possibility that 
narrator three’s epistemological quest regarding the mute will be resolved. 
The truth behind the mute’s erratic behaviour, his perverse acts of bestiality, 
why he has been living in a leper colony for so long, and why he seemingly 
shifts between two different states of being will remain permanently 
irresolvable for narrator three. The mute is the most sensationalised element 
of an already sensationalist text, and the abrupt ending to his interactions with 
narrator three leaves the text unresolved and without possibility of resolution.  
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Part three: Conclusions 
 
The narrative structure of “Xugou” is highly self-reflexive and there can be no 
doubt that the text is indeed a piece of metafiction. In essence, the text’s self-
reflexive narrative structure contains three main narrative levels: firstly the 
text’s opening quotation, secondly the text as narrated by narrator one, and 
thirdly the ‘text’ as focalized by narrator three. The text therefore is presented 
as a core text, controlled by its author, and then framed by the opening 
quotation. In many ways the analogy used by some critics of self-reflexive 
texts resembling a Möbius strip is relevant here in that the narrative seems to 
present the origins of its own creation and finish at the point where the 
narrative then starts. In this sense “Xugou” displays many of the features of 
the ‘self-begetting novel’273: 
 
“a dialectic between naïve, questing hero and his narrator alter ego 
recollecting prior emotion in current tranquillity suggests that the 
reading experience describes not so much a perfect circle as a Möbius 
strip”274.  
 
Although this quotation above seems to perfectly describe “Xugou”, the text’s 
numerous self-reflexive elements mean that “Xugou” is not merely the ‘story 
behind a story’. The opening quotation of “Xugou” for example perfectly 
encapsulates the metafictional paradox that runs throughout the entire text: If 
the text is warning us about the deceptive possibilities of narrative, then surely 
the text is also warning us about this warning. Logically therefore, are we 
meant to ‘trust’ this warning or not? Which part of the text exactly should we 
approach as an act of deception? If we are to be suspicious of the text as a 
whole, including the warning that has made us suspicious in the first place, 
then is this not also an act of deception in that it is the text that is manipulating 
the reader into adopting this interpretive strategy? 
																																																								
273 This term can be considered as a precursor to the concept of metafiction and a 
brief overview of this literary concept is included in Appendix A. 
274 Kellman, Steven G. The self-begetting novel. Columbia University Press, 1980: 
p.4 
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As a framing device, this quotation acts as a caveat lector alerting the reader 
to the narrative devices that can legitimise the creators of such narratives 
whilst deceiving its recipients. The text is instantly alerting the reader to the 
need to be vigilant in the act of reading whereby any narrative must be treated 
with suspicion. If however, this warning itself is a deception, then how should 
the reader interpret the text? Who should the reader trust within the text if the 
text is constantly trying to deceive, and manipulate? Framed by this instantly 
problematic quotation, the text, split across two levels, presents a narrative 
and its author who controls, mediates, explains and creates the narrative we 
are reading. However the text’s structure is problematic; the narrative shift 
destabilises these separate narrative levels and brings into doubt this 
supposed relationship between ‘author’, ‘reader’ and ‘text’. 
The initial critical reaction to Ma Yuan’s work and “Xugou” in particular would 
suggest that many critics concluded that if metafictions somehow destroy the 
suspension of disbelief in the represented world of the narrative, then this 
would mean that the text becomes essentially meaningless. Whilst it is 
certainly the case that reading a work of metafiction as if it were a realist text 
is at best problematic, self-reflexivity does not prevent the reader from 
interpreting the text. Neither is it the case that the self-reflexivity of 
metafictions augments and alters a ‘standard’ text in a consistent and uniform 
way; it is not the case for example that a metafictional text can be interpreted 
as the opposite of a non-metafictional text. Reading self-reflexivity therefore is 
not a straight forward process; however, the starting point for reading 
metafictions is to acknowledge that they cannot be read in any one singular 
and didactic way. As I argued above, in terms of the interpretation given by 
Tsering Shakya that the leper colony within “Xugou” is a metonym for Tibet, if 
“Xugou” is an overtly fictional text which represents Tibet in a negative way, 
then can we not conclude that the author is trying to say the opposite? It can 
be equally justifiably claimed therefore, that if “Xugou”’s leper colony is a 
metonym, then it is also an overtly fictional representation of such a metonym 
and therefore could in effect be an anti-metonym. In this instance however, I 
would argue that both of these interpretations (as either metonym or anti-
metonym) are problematic because of the role Machu village plays in 
facilitating the text’s epistemological quests. “Xugou”’s leper colony acts as a 
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conduit for the exploration of an absurd, sensationalised and ‘carnivalistic’ 
epistemological quest in an intriguing and dangerous environment. The 
narrative is driven by the first person narrator’s quest within an environment 
which can realistically accommodate situations, characters and social 
constructs which fall outside of those of ‘normal’ society and as such the 
location for this narrative facilitates this quest. The leper colony of “Xugou” 
therefore has little relevance to interpretations of Tibet as a whole but is a 
facilitating component of the narrative’s epistemological quest which in turn is 
a core component of the text as a whole. The leper colony needs to be read in 
conjunction with the narrator’s quest within this environment.  
The quest itself revolves around three main interactions narrator three has 
within the colony and in this sense this structure creates an epistemological 
quest in triptych in terms of narrator three’s interactions, and in terms of the 
three narrative focalizers through which the whole text is narrated. This quest 
therefore is a combination of various disparate elements such as sexual 
desire, violence, homosocial competition, cultural curiosity, and voyeurism all 
taking place within an environment that is stagnant, dangerous, unique and 
cut off from any normalising social context. In particular, the fact that this 
environment cannot realistically be normalised by the reader in any way 
enables the quest to function as without this environment, the quest could not 
be sufficiently legitimised to act as the driving force of the narrative.  
Whilst the conditions for an epistemological quest are established within the 
narrative, the nature of this quest and the reliability of the narrator who is 
embarking on this quest are extremely suspect. The sexual desire, violence, 
homo-social competition, cultural understanding, and voyeurism of the quest 
as mentioned above are rendered unstable and at times absurd on all levels: 
whilst the reader can realistically suspend his or her disbelief in believing that 
such a quest could realistically take place within the represented world, the 
narrator is heavily unreliable on the axis of judgement. The quest pushes 
masculinity, sexual desire, identity, language and voyeurism into absurd and 
at times extremely uncomfortable territory: each of the narrator’s quests within 
this environment are all in some way ill-informed, thwarted, reckless or even 
naïve. In this sense, the epistemological quest is clearly unreliable or 
somehow subverted, and furthermore the narrative structure in which this 
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quest takes place is also unreliable and problematised. “Xugou” therefore is a 
deconstruction and destabilisation of an epistemological quest focalized by 
unreliable narrative focalizers within a destabilised narrative structure.  
“Xugou”’s metafictional devices necessitate a form of contradictory reading of 
the text as a whole: If narrator three’s encounters within the leper colony 
represents an absurd and problematic depiction of masculinity, sexual desire, 
and the unresolved desire for cultural understanding within linguistically and 
culturally alien environments for example, then it also represents an exposure 
or destabilisation of the ways through which this representation is established. 
This does not mean therefore, that narrator three’s absurd masculinity 
displayed with the text should not be interpreted as such, but that it should 
also be read as a compromised representation of a compromised or 
subverted masculinity. One does not negate the other, it is not the case that 
we can either chose to interpret the represented world or the processes 
facilitating such representation, rather they must both be interpreted together.  
The feeling that metafictions are logical black holes, or that they resemble a 
narrative “Möbius strip” or a “narrative trap” derives from the logical 
incompatibility of analysing a self-reflexive text as if it were a realist text.  
Many critics, in analysing Ma Yuan’s work have either effectively chosen to 
ignore the text’s self-reflexivity or have decided to not interpret the text at all, 
in effect concluding that if the text is not saying one particular thing then it is 
essentially saying nothing. However there is one key narratological strategy 
which needs to be implemented to avoid arriving at this false but nevertheless 
understandable conclusion: One of the most important interpretive tools for 
understanding “Xugou” (and indeed understanding many self-reflexive texts in 
general) is the identification of the shift in the suspension of disbelief, or to put 
it another way, to identify what exactly is being ‘represented’ within the text. 
Although many critics assume that if the text overtly declares the fictionality of 
its represented world, then this in itself precludes the text from being believed 
in, and therefore being able to be significantly ‘meaningful’ enough to be 
interpreted. As I have argued however, “Xugou” does not destroy the 
suspension of disbelief; rather it shifts and refocuses it. A key facilitator of this 
shift in the suspension of disbelief is the ‘author’, the ‘reader’ and the ‘text’ 
within the text. As I have argued however, neither the author nor the reader 
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can ever be located within the text: the ‘author’ should only ever be 
understood as either the ‘implied’ or the ‘real’ author, otherwise the author is 
only ever a narrator. Likewise, the reader is only ever the narratee, never the 
‘implied’ or ‘real’ readers. The final element, namely the ‘text’ which often 
appears within self-reflexive writing, is not the ‘real’ text but in effect the ‘text’s 
text’, or the represented text (represented by the narrator as ‘author’). The 
suspension of belief therefore shifts from the represented world within the 
text, to a representation of an author writing a text in which there is a 
represented world: we are not asked to believe in that which is represented, 
but that which is creating the representation. This, I believe, is one of the most 
fundamental tools for reading and interpreting metafictions and without it 
many narratologically incorrect conclusions can be made about a self-
reflexive text. In particular, this strategy I believe is essential for interpreting 
metafictions which use a ‘author’, ‘reader’ or ‘text’ within the text as this 
facilitates the shift in suspension of disbelief and the text’s self-reflexivity.  
As such, we can conclude that “Xugou” contains a narrative representing an 
epistemological text within a leper colony, but also that it is the representation 
of this representation. Whilst the metafictional paradox within “Xugou” does 
seems to build a sense of logical impossibility with regards to interpreting the 
text, which in turn creates the idea that the reader is ‘trapped’, the opening 
quotation of the text offers a ‘release valve’ for this tension: the fact that it is a 
warning about the deceptive possibilities of narrative whilst simultaneously 
being an act of deception forces the reader to ask is the opening quotation 
therefore trying to warn us about being deceived or is it trying to deceive us? 
The answer is that it is not only doing both at the same time, but it is also 
foregrounding the process through which it is doing so.  
To conclude, “Xugou” is the representation of an author figure writing, and at 
times failing to successfully mediate and control a sensationalist, absurd, 
subverted and at times grotesque epistemological quest which is framed 
under a self-reflexive caveat lector warning readers of the ability of narratives 
to legitimise those who are creating it and deceive those who are receiving it. 
The suspension of disbelief within the narrative is such that the reader is not 
directed to believe in the represented world of the hypo-diegetic text but rather 
to believe in the text’s ‘author’ figure. As such, the interpretive conclusions 
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that can be drawn from the text’s hypo-diegesis must also be positioned 
alongside the text’s representation of how this hypo-diegesis has been 
established; “Xugou” therefore must be interpreted not as a ‘represented 
world’ but as the representation of a representation being represented. 
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Chapter 4: “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
 
Part one: Analysing “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s narrative structure and 
self-reflexivity 
 
Both “Xugou” and Ma Yuan’s 1985 novella “Gangdisi de youhuo” have 
received a great deal of critical attention since their publication, to the extent 
that they are the author’s two most frequently analysed works. Like “Xugou”, 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” contains several self-reflexive narrative devices and is 
frequently used as justification for Ma Yuan to be classified as an author of 
metafiction. The fact that these two texts are frequently used as evidence in 
the generic identification of metafiction within Ma Yuan’s works has influenced 
the way they have been interpreted. “Gangdisi de youhuo” is often portrayed 
as a disjointed and ‘fragmentary’ text which is structured in a way so as to 
disorientate the reader. Some critics, wary of falling into the ‘narrative trap’, 
have kept their distance when analysing the text, concluding that the ‘allure’ of 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” is largely attributed to its deliberately confusing 
structure in which several different narrative threads are spliced together. In 
this sense “Gangdisi de youhuo” is seen as a charming but ultimately frivolous 
narrative trick that, if reorganised, merely reads as a series of narratives 
loosely connected to the Gangdisê mountains in Tibet. Indeed, one of the few 
translations of “Gangdisi de youhuo” in English275 completely rearranges the 
structure of the text and omits several of its most self-reflexive elements in an 
attempt to ‘piece together’ the fragmented elements of the text into something 
more ‘readable’ to the point where the translated version is structurally 
unrecognisable from the source text. The fact that “Gangdisi de youhuo” is not 
the only text of Ma Yuan’s to be subjected to such seemingly unjustifiable 
restructuring in translation demonstrates both the complicated world of literary 
translation and also certain misunderstandings of the author’s works and, in a 
sense, self-reflexive texts in general. In essence, analysing “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” is not a matter of ‘excavating’ the separate narrative threads and 
																																																								
275 Batt, Herbert J., and Yuan Ma. "Under the Spell of the Gangtise Mountains." 
Manoa 15, no. 2 (2003): 169-202. 
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isolating them from the text’s overall narrative structure and its metafictional 
elements, but instead the text should be read through its narrative structure 
and its self-reflexivity which is precisely what this chapter of my thesis will aim 
to achieve.  
 
i) “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s narrative structure 
 
Within the previous chapter of my analysis I have argued that many of Ma 
Yuan’s works (and in particular those found within the “Xugou” collection) 
have the following similarities in terms of their narrative structure following this 
particular pattern: 
1) Opening quotation 
2) Direct address in early chapters (with either ‘you’ or the ‘reader’ as 
addressee) 
3) ‘expansion’ of the narrative revealing the identities of the individual 
focalizers of the narrative 
Like “Xugou”, “Gangdisi de youhuo” begins with an opening quotation, 
contains early instances of direct address and a subsequent expansion of the 
narrative to accommodate other narrative focalizers.  However, the structure 
of the text (which has been called ‘fragmented’ by many critics) is a great deal 
more complicated than “Xugou” and most other works by the author in 
general. In particular it is incredibly difficult to identify the various different 
narrative focalizers and the levels on which they operate. Unlike “Xugou”’s 
relatively straightforward structure therefore, “Gangdisi de youhuo” is 
significantly more problematic. 
Within Appendix C to this thesis I provide a detailed analysis of each chapter 
within “Gangdisi de youhuo” in order to identify the individual narrative threads 
within the text, the narrative levels on which they occur, and their individual 
narrative focalization structures. This process is itself extremely complicated, 
especially when compared to “Xugou” for example. Furthermore, there are 
numerous unknown and ambiguous elements of the text’s structure which 
effectively prevent the identification of a clear, unproblematic structure. 
Nevertheless, my analysis demonstrates that the following narrative hierarchy 
can be identified: 
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Within the structure above there are four narrative levels with chapter 15 
sitting on the highest level with three subsequent hypo-diegetic levels below it. 
In terms of identifying the individual narrative threads and their respective 
focalizers therefore, the following model can also be applied within the overall 
hierarchy identified above: 
 
Narrative one (Qiongbu’s narrative): Chapters 3 & 6 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, second person narration 
Narrative focalizer: possibly the ‘old author’ 
 
Narrative two (the sky burial): Chapters 4,8 &10 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, ‘reader’ addressee present 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
Narrative three (Dhonyo and Dhondop): Chapters 11,12,13 &14 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, ‘reader’ addressee present 
Narrative focalizer: possibly Lu Gao 
 
 
Chp. 9 
Chp. 1,2,5 
Narrative 3 
Narrative 2  Chp. 16 
Poems 
Chp. 15 
Chp.7
Narrative 1 
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Chapter 1 
Narrative focalization: internal first person focalization, direct address to ‘you’ 
addressee 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
The ‘old author’s’ chapters: Chapters 2 & 5 
Narrative focalization: internal first person focalization, direct address to ‘you’ 
addressee and to Qiongbu, Yao Liang and Lu Gao as addressees 
Narrative focalizer: the ‘old author’ 
 
The ‘analysis chapter’: Chapter 15 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, ‘reader’ addressee present 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
The ‘narrator’s’ chapters: Chapters 7,9 & 16 
Narrative focalization: external focalization 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
The diagram given above accommodates each individual element of 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” and structures them in a logical narrative hierarchy 
along the lines of identifying individual narrative focalizers within the text and 
the individual narrative levels in which they operate. Repeatedly however, the 
information required to establish a clear narrative structure for interpreting the 
text is either unclear or absent. Furthermore, the relationship which each of 
the 16 chapters within the text share with each other is also complicated due 
to the non-linear ordering of the three main narratives in the text. The diagram 
above therefore is a representation of the most likely way of interpreting 
“Gangdisi de youhuo”’s structure whilst accommodating the inherent 
ambiguities within this structure. Not only are parts of the text ambiguous, 
they are also contradictory in that there are numerous logical incompatibilities 
within the text. One of the many examples of these contradictions within the 
text can be seen below: 
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“I’ll be straight with you, I’m here to get you to join my expedition, I am 
an organiser and the group leader, we’ve also got an advisor.” 
“Yao Liang was the group leader, Qiongbu was the first member of the 
group.” 
On Yao Liang’s recommendation Lu Gao became the leader of the 
expedition and Yao Liang was the assistant. As such the four of them 
all had their duties with each being given his own title. Qiongbu was the 
guide, the old author was an advisor.” 
“我直说了吧,是叫你参加我的探险队,我是组织者也是队长,还有个顾
问。”276 
 “姚亮是队长,穷布是第一个队员。”277 
“经过姚亮推荐,陆高成了这支小队伍的队长,姚亮甘当副手。结果是四个
人各司其职,都弄了个不大不小的官衔。穷布是向导,老作家是当然的顾
问。”278 
 
The main contradiction throughout the statements above, which occur within 
three separate chapters within the text, is the identity of the leader of the 
expedition and therefore the identity of the first person narrative focalizer of 
chapter one. If we match up the first statement and the second, then Yao 
Liang is the expedition leader and therefore the identity of the ‘I’ focalizer in 
chapter 1. However, the focalizer in chapter one explicitly states that he or 
she is not Yao Liang, and furthermore the identity of the leader of the 
expedition is contradicted later in the text through being identified as Lu Gao. 
The process of contradiction therefore has consequences in terms of 
establishing facts within the narrative but also has wider consequences in 
terms of the narrative’s structure.  
In order to analyse “Gangdisi de youhuo” therefore it is necessary to approach 
the text’s structure as unstable and contradictory. The way that this seemingly 
irresolvable structure can be rationalised and interpreted however, is to 
																																																								
276 Xugou p.1 
277 Xugou p.4 
278 Xugou p.27 
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acknowledge that this unstable and contradictory structure acts as a 
metafictional device within the text.  
 
ii) “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s metafictional elements. 
 
1) The opening quotation 
 
Although “Gangdisi de youhuo” follows the three-staged structure identified 
above, unlike “Xugou” for example, the opening quotation is not attributed to 
any one particular source279: 
“Of course, whether you believe this or not is up to you, nobody can 
make you believe a hunting story.” 
“当然,信不信都由你们,打猎的故事本来是不能强要人相信的。”280 
 
Like “Xugou” however, the opening quotation seems to again act as a ‘caveat 
lector’, a reminder of the reader’s role in accepting the verisimilitude of the 
text. As with the ‘creation myths’ in “Xugou”, ‘hunting stories’ here are being 
used as examples of texts that can be distorted and mythologised by their 
narrators. The fact that “Gangdisi de youhuo” does indeed contain hunting 
stories enables the opening quotation to function in a very similar way to that 
of “Xugou”; the reader is reminded of the fictionality of the text and the 
process through which he or she may be forced to accept the verisimilitude of 
the narrative. The complex intertextuality of “Xugou”’s opening quotation 
however is not present within “Gangdisi de youhuo” and as such the 
relationship it shares with the text as a whole is somewhat different. 
Positioning the ‘hunting story’ and ‘belief’ as the two sides of the narrative 
process allows each to exist independent of the other; the hunting story will 
exist irrespective of the reader’s belief, and in turn the reader can choose to 
believe in the story regardless of whether or not it is true. This emphasis on 
																																																								
279 This quote is not referenced within the 1994 Xugou collection, however in other 
sources it is attributed not to a particular work but to the Swedish author Selma 
Lagerlöf. In Herbett Batt’s translation of Gangdisi de youhuo this quote is erroneously 
attributed to Pär Fabian Lagerkvist, presumably due to a mistranslation of the 
transliterated name lageluofu (拉格洛孚). 
280 Xugou p.1 
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belief is extremely important considering the nature of “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
as a whole with its emphasis on the idea of ‘myth’ being a legitimate narrative 
device and in particular it is extremely significant in relation to the chapters 
within the text which do indeed contain ‘hunting stories’. This opening 
quotation therefore is inherently self-reflexive in that it draws attention to the 
fictionality of hunting stories (and therefore narrative in general) and 
foregrounds the act of ‘belief’ and the reader’s role in the production of 
meaning. Furthermore, belief is not something that can be ‘forced’ upon any 
reader and therefore there is a strong sense of empowerment within this 
opening quotation. According to the opening quotation a reader can choose to 
disbelieve, however this perhaps overlooks the subtleties of narrative and in 
particular the level to which a reader becomes tacitly complicit with the 
potentially deceptive nature of fictional narrative. It could be argued for 
example, that the text cannot ‘empower’ the reader in any true sense without 
somehow subjugating them to its intended meaning; therefore, although no 
one can make you believe in a hunting story, the text here is ironically trying 
to make you believe in the reader’s ability to control their belief. 
 
2) “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s structural self-reflexivity 
 
The non-linear ordering of the individual chapters comprising “Gangdisi de 
youhuo”’s main narrative threads is in itself self-reflexive as it draws attention 
to the text’s structure. At the heart of this self-reflexivity is an awareness and 
destabilisation of framing devices within a text. In particular, the expectations 
regarding the process through which a text can be organised into separate 
chapters and the relationship shared between these chapters is foregrounded 
within the text. The key structural self-reflexivity of “Gangdisi de youhuo” has 
been identified by many critics as a destabilised or somehow compromised 
structuring: 
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“The time structure of the narratives is out of sequence and 
fragmented; the narrative has become fragmented because time has 
no coordination with space…”281 
 
Within Xiao Li’s article on metafiction as ‘fragmented’ writing, “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” is specifically analysed as an example of metafictions’ effort to 
compromise the structures and therefore the logic of the fictional narrative 
process. This work in particular is heavily indebted to the ‘narrative trap’ 
concept but suggests rather that metafictions are ‘traps’ because they are 
fragmented, disrupted, compromised and sabotaged fictions. The fact that any 
text can be referred to as ‘fragmented’ or ‘broken’ presupposes that a more 
‘complete’ and ‘logical’ version of the text somehow exists. This demonstrates 
the complex dynamics of intertextuality involved with self-reflexive texts in that 
many readers not only read the text as it is, but also as it should be. 
Within my analysis of “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s structure I identified all the 
separate elements of the text in order to piece together the connections 
between each individual ‘fragment’ of text. Whilst the process of identifying 
the text’s individual components involves deconstructing the text’s original 
structure in order to piece together the individual fragments into a complete 
and logical order, the process of interpreting “Gangdisi de youhuo” requires 
reading the text through this original ‘fragmented’ structure. The fact that the 
chapters appear ‘out of sequence’ is an inherent part of the text’s self-
reflexive structure which performs two main functions within the text: firstly it 
problematises the boundaries between the separate components within the 
text as a whole, and secondly it brings attention to the connections between 
these individual components. The self-reflexive structure of “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” is such that the process of juxtaposition, whereby separate and 
otherwise unrelated elements are placed parallel to each other to suggest a 
connection between them, is significantly heightened by the fact that the 
separate narratives overlap with each other. Furthermore, framing devices 
																																																								
281 Xiao, Li. "Yuanxiaoshuo "cuipianhua" xiezuo: dianfu chuantong xushu de 
zhengtixing." Journal of Fujian Normal University (Philosophy and Social Sciences 
Edition) 3, no. 150 (2008): p. 56 
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which can demarcate separate elements of a text282 are absent within 
“Gangdisi de youhuo”’s structure. The text’s structure therefore heightens the 
connections between the separate elements of the narrative at the expense of 
the continuity of these elements themselves.  
 
3) Yao Liang & Lu Gao 
 
Yao Liang and Lu Gao are recurring characters within Ma Yuan’s earlier 
works including the author’s first published work “Haibian ye shi yige shijie”. 
Some critics have argued that Ma Yuan abandoned these characters as his 
writing style developed and in this sense they are seen as a common feature 
of the early period within the author’s works. Critics have often understood 
Yao Liang and Lu Gao as a dualistic pseudo-couple, representing the two 
‘sides’ of the author’s personality explored as ‘regular’ realist characters 
before they began to be explored in increasingly self-reflexive ways. By the 
time the author published “Xugou”, Yao Liang and Lu Gao had disappeared 
being replaced by ‘Ma Yuan’ himself within the text. As such, Yao Liang and 
Lu Gao are often viewed as a stepping-stone towards a fully formed self-
reflexivity as the thinly veiled artifice is finally abandoned in favour of an open 
desire on the part of the author to put ‘himself’ in the text. This however is not 
fully accurate as Yao Liang and Lu Gao resurface again in some of Ma Yuan’s 
later works such as 1987’s Shangxia dou hen pingtan (上下都很平坦) in which 
they are used without any strong self-reflexivity. In this sense, Yao Liang and 
Lu Gao appear within two distinct stages, firstly within Ma Yuan’s early work in 
which they steadily build in self-reflexivity and then again after the author has 
reached the height of his metafictional sensibility. “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
therefore is one of the last pieces of fiction within the first of these periods.  
Within “Gangdisi de youhuo”, Yao Liang and Lu Gao are not merely acting as 
‘characters’ but are presented as authors of fictitious texts, as authors of 
actual texts written by Ma Yuan and as highly self-reflexive narrative 
focalizers which overtly question their identities as ‘characters’. In particular, 
																																																								
282 Batt’s English translation of “Gangdisi de youhuo” for example adds such framing 
devices into the text through inserting subheadings for the three separate narrative 
threads and through re-ordering the chapters of the text. 
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the intertextuality within chapter 1 directs the reader towards their previous 
appearances within Ma Yuan’s works in a highly self-reflexive manner. Within 
chapter 1 Yao Liang is presented as the author of Ma Yuan’s first published 
work “Haibian ye shi yige shijie”, and furthermore it is suggested that Lu Gao 
is the author of another text entitled “Xibu ye shi yige shijie” (西部是一个世界). 
Whilst the first text is clearly one of Ma Yuan’s short stories, the second text 
does not actually exist and neither does it appear as a fictionalised work 
within one of his other texts283. The use of Yao Liang and Lu Gao as authors 
functions as a form of metafictional intertextuality which is a device that Ma 
Yuan frequently utilises in his works. The overt fictionality of this form of 
intertextuality results in the destabilisation of Yao Liang and Lu Gao as 
‘characters’ within the text, but conversely also a legitimisation of these two 
elements as manifestations of the ‘real author’: either we disbelieve that Yao 
Liang is the author of “Haibian ye shi yige shijie”  (because we know it was 
written by Ma Yuan), or we disbelieve that Yao Liang is actually Ma Yuan (for 
if he is the author of “Haibian ye shi yige shijie” then he must actually be Ma 
Yuan). The final statement within the quotation above “God, who is Yao Liang 
anyway?” reinforces the idea that both Yao Liang and Lu Gao operate as self-
reflexive elements of the text. Whilst in narrative two for example Yao Liang 
and Lu Gao function as characters within the text narrated through an external 
narrative focalizer, in other chapters within the text their status is much less 
clear – Chapter one in particular, both hints at and also denies Yao Liang’s 
potential status as narrative focalizer for this chapter. Furthermore, on top of 
the intertextuality mentioned above, Yao Liang and Lu Gao are also 
presented as ‘authors’ of both narrative three and of two pieces of poetry in 
the final chapter of the text.  
There is therefore, a broad range of evidence within the text to suggest that 
Yao Liang and Lu Gao should be understood as self-reflexive elements of the 
text. As they occupy the text on both the levels of narrator and narratee, and 
as they function as fictionalised ‘author’ figures within the text (and even 
‘outside’ the text through chapter one’s intertextuality), their status is not 
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the author’s works is quoted at the start of the text as if it were a ‘real’ text. 
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limited to one specific function within the text. The apparent contradictions 
within the text can be explained by approaching Yao Liang and Lu Gao as a 
self-reflexive pseudo couple – they can be understood as the ‘authors’ of the 
text we are reading and other texts by Ma Yuan, at the same time as being 
narrators and characters within those texts. There need not be any logical 
issue with this strategy if their inherent self-reflexivity is acknowledged; just as 
for example, Ma Yuan within “Xugou” is not the ‘author’ in any real sense but 
merely an element of the text on either the level of narrator or narratee, so too 
are Yao Liang and Lu Gao in that they function in exactly the same way. In 
this sense, Yao Liang or Lu Gao as ‘authors’ within “Gangdisi de youhuo” are 
no closer to the ‘real author’ than Ma Yuan is within “Xugou”, and as such 
they can be read as ‘authors’, characters, narrative addressees or narrative 
focalizers with the same level of verisimilitude. What is important however is 
not to understand Yao Liang and Lu Gao as stable entities within the narrative 
but to acknowledge their changing status as and when it shifts. As a 
consequence, much of the contradiction surrounding the narrative focalization 
of several elements of the text can be explained using this strategy. For 
example, the uncertainty surrounding chapter 15 in terms of whether it should 
be considered as being focalized by Lu Gao or through another ‘author’ figure 
within the text can be reconciled through this strategy. 
The Lu Gao/Yao Liang pseudo couple therefore can be understood as self-
reflexive components on both the level of narrator and the narrated level, as 
either ‘characters’ or ‘authors’ within the text. On the narrated level they can 
be understood in the way that many critics have approached them as a way of 
exploring a form of dualism and tension within the text, and on the level of 
narrator they can be understood as facilitating a self-reflexive dialogue about 
the text in a similar way that ‘Ma Yuan’ and the ‘reader’ do in “Xugou”.  
 
4) The author(s) within the text 
 
Within “Xugou” the thematised ‘author’ is a key element of the text’s self-
reflexivity as many of the text’s metafictional elements are facilitated through 
the author’s presence. As in “Xugou”, the author is again present within the 
text although a key difference when compared to “Gangdisi de youhuo” is that 
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here there are multiple author figures within the text, and furthermore the 
narrative structure in which they operate differs greatly. Within “Xugou”, there 
are significant passages (even whole chapters) that are focalized through an 
‘author’ narrator. Within “Gangdisi de youhuo” the author only appears once in 
its most overt form during the ‘author’s note’ in chapter 5. This however, is far 
from the only occurrence of the author’s presence within the text. In 
comparison to “Xugou”, which has the relatively straightforward narrative 
structure of having an ‘author’ narrator on the primary diegetic level and the 
author’s ‘text’ on the hypodiegetic level, the author’s presence within 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” is structurally much more complex. Apart from the 
author’s incursion in chapter 5, it can be argued that chapter 15 is also 
structured in such a way that an ‘author’ narrator is addressing a ‘reader’ 
narratee throughout. The issue with this strategy of interpreting chapter 15 as 
evidence of the ‘author’ within the text is that the continuity this chapter shares 
with chapter 14 seems to indicate that this part of the text could also be 
focalized through the same narrative focalizer of narrative three, Lu Gao. 
However, the strategy of approaching the Lu Gao/Yao Liang pseudo-couple 
(analysed above) as self-reflexive elements of the text offers a way out of this 
contradiction in that Yao Liang or Lu Gao as a narrative focalizer of the text 
can operate in the same way that ‘Ma Yuan’ does in “Xugou”, as an ‘author’. 
Therefore, Lu Gao ‘the author’ can legitimately morph into Ma Yuan ‘the 
author’ and comment on the text and even Lu Gao as a character within the 
text. 
Apart from ‘the author’ within “Gangdisi de youhuo” therefore, there are also 
three other author figures within the text, these being not only Yao Liang and 
Lu Gao, but also ‘the old author’ (the narrative focalizer of narrative one and a 
clearly separate element of the text from both the author, Yao Liang and Lu 
Gao). Within the text several assertions are made connecting different ‘author’ 
figures to different ‘texts’ such as with the two poems ‘written’ by Yao Liang 
and Lu Gao and in claiming that narrative three has itself been ‘written’ by Lu 
Gao. The presence of ‘authors’, ‘texts’ and ‘readers’ within “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” is a key self-reflexive tool in that it enables a shift in the suspension 
of disbelief from the represented world and on to the process of creating, 
writing or narrating a text. A central author figure can act as an authority figure 
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within the narrative which can control and analyse his or her text within the 
text itself (as in “Xugou” for example), however, “Gangdisi de youhuo” has 
multiple narrative focalizers which act as ‘authors’ within the text. Whereas 
‘authorship’ within “Xugou” is a device for creating a power dynamic within the 
narrative over the text as a whole (the ‘author’ writes, and therefore controls 
the ‘text’), within “Gangdisi de youhuo” the degree to which the text’s various 
authors ‘control’ the text is much less clear.  
 
5) The reader in the text 
 
Along with the presence of the ‘author’ within the text, another key 
metafictional element of “Gangdisi de youhuo” is the reader in the text. As 
with the ‘author’, the reader is of course not the ‘real reader’ but a reader 
figure on the level of narratee. The presence of the reader is in itself a highly 
self-reflexive device as it is an overt statement of the text’s fictionality in that it 
foregrounds the text rather than the narrative’s represented world. In many of 
Ma Yuan’s works of metafiction, the role of the reader is given a great deal of 
prominence as part of a typical metafictional device: 
 
“The ‘Dear Reader’ is no longer quite so passive and becomes in effect 
an acknowledged fully active player in a new conception of literature as 
a collective creation rather than a monologic and authoritative version 
of history”284 
 
According to Waugh above, the ‘reader’ in a work of metafiction is notable for 
its lack of passivity, and through increased ‘participation’ with the text in 
producing meaning rather than just receiving it. Within “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
the ‘reader’ is present throughout different sections of the text first appearing 
in chapter 4: 
“Readers already know that Lu Gao was sent to work in the regional 
sports and physical culture commission.” 
																																																								
284 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
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 “读者已经知道陆高分在地区体委做干事工作。”285 
 
Whilst the first appearance of the ‘reader’ is relatively subtle, in other sections 
of the text the reader is given a great deal of prominence: 
“The story more or less finishes here but some readers will have some 
questions about its structure and content. Let’s have a look at these 
questions.” 
“故事到这里已经讲得差不多了,但是显然会有读者提出一些技术以及技
巧方面的问题。我们来设想一下。”286 
 
In the passage above in chapter 15, not only is the reader becoming an active 
participant in the text, but also the narrator is referring to him or herself along 
with the reader as ‘us’ or ‘we’, suggesting a degree of intimacy and collusion 
between narrator and addressee. In particular this intimacy is built through the 
process of direct address which has a dual role within the text: firstly it 
increases the fictionality of the text itself, but conversely it actually increases 
the verisimilitude of the roles of the author and the reader within this text. This 
last point in particular is what Henry Zhao alludes to in stating: 
 
“It can be argued that since the events are rendered in their natural, 
"unmediated" state, the narration is only an effort to relate what has to 
be related, and its possible distortion of facts can therefore be 
overlooked. If so, the verisimilitude produced by the narrative should be 
strengthened. On the other hand, it can be argued that since the whole 
narrated world is declared a mere fabrication, the impression of the 
events' being real is only the result of a suspension of disbelief. The 
two do not contradict each other, since the verisimilitude is created on 
the narrated level while the statements negating that verisimilitude are 
on the narrating level. Instead, the two mix to produce a paradoxical 
but significant tension.”287 
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The seemingly incompatible dynamic whereby the text can increase its 
verisimilitude through openly declaring its fictionality highlights one of 
metafiction’s key techniques; through including the ‘author’ and the ‘reader’ in 
the text metafictions do not destroy the suspension of disbelief but shift it 
away from the represented world (that which is being narrated) and on to the 
narrator (he or she who is narrating). This technique is clearly present within 
the roles of the reader and the author within “Gangdisi de youhuo”, however 
the author/reader dynamic is often problematised through the text’s 
ambiguous narrative focalizers. While not a constant feature of the text, the 
reader appears within several different chapters on different narrative levels 
and is not, therefore, reserved for one particular element of the text or for one 
particular narrative focalizer. The reader transcends narrative boundaries in 
the same way that the ‘author’ does within the text. In comparison, the reader 
within “Xugou” for example is reserved for one narrative level of the text 
narrated through one specific focalizer and as such there is a boundary 
between the author’s dialogue with the reader about his text and the actual 
text itself. These intermittent appearances of the reader strengthen the 
argument that the shifting narrative focalization within “Gangdisi de youhuo” is 
centred on a common dialogue between ‘authors’ and their readers. Although 
“Xugou” reserves the usage of the reader addressee for instances where ‘Ma 
Yuan’ appears within the text, the multifaceted approach to representing the 
author within “Gangdisi de youhuo” means that the reader’s presence can be 
seen throughout the text. 
However to what extent is Waugh’s assertion, that the reader within 
metafictional texts is a more active player in the narrative process, true within 
“Gangdisi de youhuo”? To what extent is the reader empowered to be less 
passive in the creation of meaning? Within “Gangdisi de youhuo” the reader is 
constantly being pushed and pulled towards different roles within the text; The 
chapters using direct address seem to put the reader in the role of ‘you’ 
addressee right in the middle of the narrative in the heart of the represented 
world, while in other chapters the reader is dragged up out of the narrative 
onto the external narrator’s level peering down at the represented world from 
a distanced vantage point. In this sense I would argue that the analysis of 
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Waugh above is potentially misleading when applied to “Gangdisi de 
youhuo”288 in that the ‘reader’ figure within the text can be seen as an 
essential component of a highly controlling and manipulative narrative 
framework which narrows the reader’s perspective and pushes them towards 
a certain form of engagement with the text. It cannot be said therefore, that 
the ‘reader’ as found within a metafiction is an inherently liberated and 
empowered element of the text; within “Gangdisi de youhuo” the reader 
appears throughout the text as a key element of specific metafictional 
structures, in particular the text’s shift of verisimilitude away from the 
represented world onto the process of narration.  
The reader within “Gangdisi de youhuo” is not so much a ‘fully active player’ 
within the narrative as a key metafictional feature of the text. In particular, the 
reader within the text enables the narrative to ‘self-analyse’ and create a 
sense of distance and abstraction. Chapter 15 is in itself highly metafictional 
in that it openly ‘analyses’ (and therefore declares the fictionality of) the text 
as a whole. This however is clearly not a ‘real’ textual analysis of the text but 
a representation of a text analysing itself. The real reader’s ability to be an 
active player in the production of meaning is actually facilitated through the 
text’s self-reflexivity as a whole, rather than the presence of a ‘reader’ within 
the text. In effect, the author and reader within the text are vehicles for the text 
to become overtly fictional, but as we have seen within “Xugou” for example 
this fictionality both increases and decreases the verisimilitude of the text; the 
suspension of disbelief has not been discarded but has shifted away from the 
represented world onto the narrator itself. To a certain extent the ‘reader’ is 
not so much empowered as complicit in a self-reflexive sleight of hand. The 
reader’s presence therefore does not automatically prohibit the text from 
offering a ‘monologic and authoritative version of history’ per se, however the 
self-reflexive framework as a whole offers the real reader an opportunity to 
																																																								
288 I would also argue that metafictions in general should often be considered as 
being significantly less ‘empowering’ than Waugh’s statement makes out as it can 
equally be argued that the reader’s presence within the text is highly manipulative 
and controlling. A key feature I believe, of metafictions is that whenever an ‘author’ or 
‘reader’ appears within the text, there is an accompanying shift in (rather than an 
abandonment of) the suspension of disbelief away from the represented world and 
on to the representation of the represented world. 
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become aware of the text’s fictionality which therefore prohibits the text’s 
ability to act in a singular authoritative manner. 
Within many of Ma Yuan’s other works in which the ‘reader’ features heavily, 
the narrator often presupposes a certain type of reader which in turn 
populates the role of the reader with specific characteristics289. Within “Lasahe 
nüshen” for example, the narrator provides the specific longitude and latitude 
in which the narrative takes place for the benefit of his ‘careful readers’. Within 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” the reader figure appears alongside the externally 
focalized author figure in the narrative and whilst the reader figure is fairly 
neutral, the relationship the narrator and reader share has clear 
characteristics: 
“The yeti is one of the four great mysteries of the world, the Bermuda 
triangle, UFOs, Yetis, do any of you know what the fourth is?” 
“野人是世界四大谜之一,百慕大"魔鬼"三角,飞碟,野人,你们谁知道第四个
是什么?”290 
 
The narrator and the reader share a certain degree of intimacy within the text 
however the specific nature of this relationship often resembles that of a 
teacher and student in that the narrator addresses the reader from an 
apparent position of authority. The thematised dynamic between the author 
and reader within “Gangdisi de youhuo” therefore mimics the dynamic of oral 
narration whereby the reader is addressed as an engaged but also somewhat 
passive participant in the narrative process. Elsewhere, such as in chapter 15, 
the dynamic between narrator and reader shifts to become significantly more 
self-reflexive with a great deal of textual awareness: 
 “However… 
 Should there be a ‘however’ here my dear readers?” 
 “然后--  
还用然后么,我亲爱的读者?”291 
 
																																																								
289 As I have discussed above in my analysis of “Xugou”, many of Ma Yuan’s readers 
display the characteristics of Brian McHale’s ‘paranoid readers’ (see page 67). 
290 Xugou p. 22 
291 Xugou p. 47 
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The reader-author dynamic in chapter 15 no longer contains the 
characteristics of oral narration but has now become more like a collective 
form of literary analysis about the text as it is being written, or even a 
collaborative creation of the text itself. What can be clearly seen here 
therefore is that the ‘reader’ within “Gangdisi de youhuo” is not a stable and 
consistent element of the text; as the text’s narrative focalizer changes, so too 
does its reader.  
 
6) Direct address 
 
The presence of both the reader and the author within the text is a key 
metafictional device within “Gangdisi de youhuo”. Frequently where these two 
elements of the text are present the narrative takes on many of the features of 
direct address as mentioned above. Not only is the ‘reader’ directly addressed 
within the text (through phrases such as “Should there be a ‘however’ here my 
dear readers?” 292), but the intimacy between narrator and narratee is 
reinforced through the use of ‘we’ and ‘us’, as in for example: “We already 
know that their second expedition was to search for the yeti” 293.Furthermore 
some instances of direct address also give the impression that the narrative 
focalizer is presenting one half of a ‘dialogue’ with a ‘you’ addressee, as in the 
following passage for example: 
“When I came to Tibet I was still wet behind the ears, I had just joined 
the army, Qiongbu have some tea. No I don’t want to go back. I was on 
the second transfer list but I hadn’t planned to go back, I wanted to stay 
here.” 
 “进藏的时候我还是个小鬼,刚穿上军装,穷布你喝茶。  
不,我不想回去。第二次内调名额就有我,我不打算回去,我要求留下了。” 
 
Here the narrator seems to be responding to an unvoiced question posed by 
his addressee. In this sense there is no difference in these passages between 
the narrator’s text and ‘speech’ as the structure implies that a dialogue is 
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taking place and as a consequence the narrative focalization remains internal 
throughout with no direct reported speech for example. Not only does the 
direct address within these instances build a degree of intimacy therefore, it 
also suggests that the addressee is sharing the same spatio-temporal context 
as the narrative focalizer. These techniques heighten the verisimilitude of the 
‘author addresses reader’ dynamic which facilitates much of the text’s self-
reflexivity.  Direct address however, is not solely used for the purpose of 
thematising a ‘dialogue between author and reader’: 
“I know that you’ll curse me for coming this late, so be it. I had to come 
here this time, if I had known that you’d curse me I still would have 
come. Are you going to open the door or not? Well? It’s raining, I’m not 
trying to fool you, come to the window to hear for yourself. ” 
“我知道这么晚来找你你要骂我,要骂你就骂吧。这次我是非来不可,知道
要捱骂我还是来了,我说你到底开不开门?啊?!下雨呢,我不骗你,你到窗前
来听听。”294 
 
Within the opening chapter the reader is not present. Here, the ‘you’ 
addressee is problematic in that the identity of ‘you’ here cannot be resolved, 
even though it seems most likely that it is Lu Gao. As such, direct address can 
be found within “Gangdisi de youhuo” in several different chapters and 
narrative levels of the text. The result of this is that a familiar and 
‘conversational’ tone appears intermittently throughout “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
giving the impression that many of the texts narrative focalizers are not so 
much narrating or ‘writing’ a text as they are engaging in acts of oral story 
telling between different narrators and addressees, some of which are 
‘authors’ and some of which are ‘readers’. The important aspect of this 
dynamic however is that the presence of the reader is accommodated within 
the text in such a way that the continuity and verisimilitude of the narrated 
world is ironically not compromised by their presence. Whilst clearly not all 
elements of the text use direct address (and indeed much of the text uses 
externally focalized narrators with direct quoted speech), its frequent 
appearance throughout the text using internally focalized narrative builds a 
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sense of closeness and intimacy by foregrounding the narrator-narratee 
dynamic. 
 
7) ‘You’ in the text 
 
As I have mentioned above, the identity of the ‘you’ addressee within 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” is often ambiguous. In some instances it is possible to 
decipher that the ‘you’ within the text is a particular character within the 
narrative, in other instances it is likely to be a ‘reader’ figure within the text. 
However on most occasions the identity of the ‘you’ addressee is unknown 
and irresolvable. Furthermore narrative two’s focalization structure of 
narrating in the second person further problematises the ‘you’ addressee 
within the text: 
 
 “Those fur and leather dealers all the way from Lhasa or even further 
from Nepal and India, they all know you, they all come to this great 
mountain to find the master hunter Qiongbu.” 
“那些远在拉萨的皮毛贩子以及更远的来自尼泊尔、印度的商人都知道
你,都来到这大山里找神猎手穷布。”295 
 
In this instance above the narrative is not being addressed to a ‘you’ 
addressee but in a way narrated through a ‘you’ figure in a manner similar to 
external third person narration. However, as much as the ‘you’ figure shifts 
and changes within the text, and even though it is clear that ‘you’ actually 
refers to a character or specific addressee, nevertheless the reader will 
unavoidably feel directly targeted by the narrative focalizer whenever a ‘you’ is 
present outside of direct reported speech296. As such, the ‘you’ figure is often 
highly problematic in that it will inevitably become entangled with the equally 
problematic ‘reader’ figure within the text through placing the ‘real’ reader on 
the receiving end of the narrative. In combination with the dynamics of direct 
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296 This in particular is a significant feature of Brian McHale’s analysis of the 
ambiguous ‘you’ figure within postmodern texts and he notes that many critics often 
assume that a ‘you’ addressee will always stand for the ‘reader’ (see page 69). 
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address therefore, the ‘you’ figure within “Gangdisi de youhuo” is a highly 
unstable and self-reflexive element of the text that foregrounds the text’s 
structural ambiguity through problematising the relationship between narrator 
and narratee. 
 
“Gangdisi de youhuo”’s narrative structure: preliminary conclusions 
 
The narrative structure of “Gangdisi de youhuo” can be considered as being 
self–reflexive for various reasons. Firstly, as it subverts an expected structural 
logic297, it is drawing attention to the covert functions of a ’standard’ text; any 
text which draws attention to the expected norms of particular literary genres 
can be considered as displaying some form of self-reflexivity298 or 
intertextuality. Furthermore, the structural self-reflexivity within “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” is displayed through a perceived lack of adequate structuring; the 
chapters are out of logical sequence, the individual components of the 
narrative are not signposted to the reader, the different narrative levels (of 
diegesis and hypo-diegesis) are not clearly set out, and the text’s narrative 
focalization frequently shifts in such a way as to be initially hard to detect by 
the reader, and then subsequently once the shift has been detected the 
identity of the narrative focalizer is often hard or impossible to establish. 
Ironically, despite the fact that “Gangdisi de youhuo” is so full of ‘author’ 
figures, the hallmarks of a strong, singular and controlling authorial presence 
are decidedly absent: the frequent use of direct address, the unclear 
delineation between diegesis and hypo-diegesis, the frequent changes 
between focalizers, all contribute to a text of many ‘voices’ all of which seem 
to share equal status within the text. No one layer within the text can be 
considered as being the dominant and controlling level under which all other 
elements of the text operate; none of the many ‘authors’ within the text can be 
																																																								
297 Evidence of this expectation can be seen in the fact that the idea of fragmentation 
is used to interpret the text – this can only be the case if the text is being compared 
to a non-fragmentary or ‘intact’ narrative structure. 
298 It is indeed this form of self-reflexivity that can be used to argue against 
metafiction constituting a specific literary genre’ the line between self-reflexivity of 
this kind and parody is blurred to the extent that metafiction can be traced back to 
Cervantes or even further. 
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considered as being the ‘real’ author. The vertical narrative hierarchy of a 
traditional text therefore has been destabilised and appears to have been 
‘flattened out’ in that each individual ‘voice’ within the text seems to share 
equal authority. This perception of fragmentation, destabilisation, and of a text 
whose many focalizers share control of the narrative, however, is a 
consequence of the self-reflexive elements of the text’s structure.  
In summary, the specific self-reflexive elements of the text which are acting 
against the text’s ability to ‘function’ within its structure are as follows: 
 
1) Non-linear chapter sequencing  
2) Shifting narrative focalization  
3) Direct address  
4) The ambiguous ‘you’ 
5) The ‘author’(s) and the ‘reader’ in the text 
6) The Yao Liang and Lu Gao pseudo-couple  
7) Self-reflexive intertextuality 
 
As such, reading “Gangdisi de youhuo” does not so much require a process of 
piecing together a ‘fragmented’ text, but rather a form of interpretation through 
the specific self-reflexive elements identified above which are problematising 
and destabilising the text’s structure. To put it simply, if “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
is a ‘fragmented’ text, then these ‘fragments’ should not be re-organised into 
how they ‘should’ be structured, but instead the text should be read through a 
two stage process; firstly through identifying the separate components and 
individual narratives within the text, and then secondly by interpreting these 
elements through the text’s self-reflexive structure. In other words, once the 
‘fragments’ of the text have been pieced together they then need to be ‘put 
back’ where they were found before the text can be interpreted, otherwise the 
text is not being read as it is but as it should be which of course is, at best, 
highly problematic. 
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Part two: reading “Gangdisi de youhuo” through its self-reflexive 
structure. 
 
Having provided an outline of “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s narrative structure and 
its specific metafictional devices, I shall now analyse the text through its self-
reflexive structure through first analysing the separate elements of the text 
individually, and then drawing conclusions about how these narrative 
elements function in the text as a whole.  
 
i) Chapter one – the direct address introduction 
 
In terms of identifying its narrative structure (such as for example identifying 
the narrative focalizer and placing the narrative within the overarching 
framework of the text as a whole), chapter one is undoubtedly the most 
complicated element of the entire text. Given that there is simply not enough 
information provided to ascertain how this chapter fits in to the rest of the text, 
interpreting this chapter becomes instantly highly problematic. The direct 
address within chapter one means that the narrative structure most strongly 
resembles that of the old author’s narrative, however there is clearly an issue 
with the narrative focalizer not being consistent between these chapters. 
Realistically therefore, there is no satisfactory way to place chapter one 
alongside any of the major narrative elements within the text or with any of the 
other chapters299. As such there are no structural clues within the text to 
indicate how chapter one should be interpreted, however there is evidence to 
suggest that chapter one follows a structural pattern that can be identified in 
Ma Yuan’s other works: Within “Xugou”, the narrative shift which occurs 
between chapters one and two is facilitated through the use of direct address 
and a relative lack of information about the narrative structure. Within chapter 
one there is a similarly disorientating process occurring through which the 
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structure can only be considered as one possible interpretation. The heavy 
intertextuality and overt fictionality of this chapter make it incredibly hard to 
unproblematically connect it to any other chapter and to ascribe it to a particular 
narrative level. 
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narrative structure builds continuity between chapters which are narrated by 
different narrative focalizers and occur on different levels of the text. 
Furthermore, the opening chapter of “Xugou” is highly self-reflexive, whilst the 
second chapter is less so. This pattern is very much the same within 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” with chapter one being one of the most self-reflexive 
elements of the entire text, in particular through the strong intertextuality 
which makes reference to Ma Yuan’s other works “Haibian ye shi yige shijie” 
but also to the fictional text “Xibu shi yige shijie”. Whilst Yao Liang and Lu Gao 
are used within other parts of the text as ‘authors’ of narratives and poems 
within the text, here it is implied that Yao Liang is somehow the ‘author’ of one 
of Ma Yuan’s other works “Haibian ye shi yige shijie”. This overtly fictional 
intertextuality instantly fictionalises Yao Liang and Lu Gao within the text and 
strengthens the argument that they can be interpreted as a self-reflexive 
‘pseudo-couple’ who act almost as a proxy for a represented ‘author’ figure 
within the text (even though such an ‘author’ figure also exists within the text). 
Whilst the identities of the narrative focalizer and the narratee cannot be 
determined within chapter one, the ‘you’ narratee cannot be understood as 
the ‘reader’ within the text. As such chapter one presents a highly self-
reflexive ‘dialogue’ about Lu Gao and Yao Liang. However, even though we 
know that the narrator and narratee cannot logically be Yao Liang and Lu 
Gao, it still seems that the narrator and narratee should be Yao Liang and Lu 
Gao. As a result, the narrative structure of chapter one is perhaps the most 
confusing of all the narrative components of “Gangdisi de youhuo”: chapter 
one is essentially a dialogue between Yao Liang and Lu Gao about Yao Liang 
and Lu Gao through a direct address structure between an unknown narrator 
(who can logically be neither Yao Liang or Lu Gao), and an unknown narratee 
(who likewise can logically be neither Yao Liang or Lu Gao as well). This 
contradiction at the core of the chapter’s narrative structure is irresolvable 
within the text and adds to the fictionality of this chapter and the text as a 
whole: In essence, chapter one is a highly self-reflexive introductory chapter 
which foregrounds Yao Liang and Lu Gao as unstable and self-reflexive 
elements of the text and problematises the identities of the text’s narrative 
focalizer and narratee.  
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ii) The ‘old author’s’ narrative (chapters 2 and 5) 
 
The first main narrative element to appear within “Gangdisi de youhuo” occurs 
in the chapters focalized by the ‘old author’. After the confusing and highly 
self-reflexive opening chapter, the narrative gains some degree of stability 
through identifying its narrative focalizer and partially identifying the narratee 
within a structure of direct address. Broadly speaking there are two main 
components to the old author’s narrative which I am referring to as the ‘old 
author’s monologue’ and the ‘old author’s expedition’: In the first of these, the 
narrator discusses his life story, his career as a writer and his relationship with 
Tibet and Tibetan culture whilst in ‘the old author’s expedition’ the narrator 
recounts a solo expedition within the Gangdisê mountain range. These two 
elements are distinctly different for various reasons (outlined below) and 
initially will be analysed separately.  
 
1) The old author’s monologue 
 
The density of the autobiographical content in ‘the old author’s monologue’ is 
in sharp contrast to the rest of the text in that the reader is provided with 
detailed information about the ‘old author’ and has a clear insight into the 
opinions and beliefs of this narrative focalizer. In comparison for example, 
Yao Liang and Lu Gao are sparsely populated entities within the text and it is 
only through the intertextuality of these characters (in relation to their frequent 
occurrence in Ma Yuan’s other works) that the reader can derive any kind of 
understanding of them. The old author however is one of the few narrative 
focalizers within the text that is both easy to identify and able to be interpreted 
as a stable and populated narrative focalizer. 
Within the narrative structure of the old author’s narrative there is a great deal 
of intimacy between narrator and narratee which is enabled through the use of 
direct address. At times the old author is addressing Qiongbu as a narratee as 
in “Qiongbu, have some tea” “穷布你喝茶” 300, but for the most part the 
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narratee is unknown; it is likely that the old author is addressing Lu Gao and 
Yao Liang but their absence within this section of the narrative results in an 
ambiguous narrative structure in which the old author seems to be directly 
addressing the reader or at least the absence of any information to indicate 
otherwise makes this at least possible. As is often the case within “Gangdisi 
de youhuo” the status of either the narrative focalizer or the narratee within 
the text’s structure is either unclear or ambiguous. Here the result of this 
ambiguity is a heightened intimacy between narrator and reader and a distinct 
lack of distance from the narrative. This intimacy is further heightened by the 
frank, sincere and often self-deprecating nature of the old author’s monologue 
in which he states that his high reputation as an author is underserved and 
that he is uneducated from a humble background 301. Whilst asserting his 
humility and self-deprecation the old author also builds a strong connection 
between his proletarian origins, his service within the Army and his record of 
writing plays in the socialist realist style. After a protracted (and unexplained) 
withdrawal from writing the old author feels compelled now to write again out 
of a sense of social responsibility and guilt302. As an authority figure within the 
group of writers represented within “Gangdisi de youhuo”, the old author 
comes from a literary tradition which is in many ways at odds with the literary 
motivations of Yao Liang and Lu Gao (the other ‘authors’ within the text).  
Whilst the old author does not devote too much of his narrative to his own 
literary works or his attitudes towards literature in general, his relationship with 
Tibet and his opinions on Tibetan culture however occupy the majority of his 
monologue. During the old author’s extended hiatus from writing his cultural 
interactions with Tibet have taken on a heightened sense of importance as he 
states that “throughout these years the one thing that I have achieved is 
																																																								
301 Compare this for example to the self-aggrandising author figure within chapter 
one of “Xugou” who goes to great lengths to emphasise his individual uniqueness as 
an author. The old author here is the polar opposite of the author within “Xugou” 
which gives further evidence to the idea that within Ma Yuan’s works the ‘author’ 
figure is never a stable representation of the ‘real author’ but a constantly shifting 
agent within the text (regardless of whether this ‘author’ happens to also refer to 
himself as ‘Ma Yuan’ within the text). 
302 This can be seen in the phrase “these years I’ve been living off the state without 
giving anything back” (This is an idiomatic interpretation of the phrase “我这些年白吃
了人民的粮了” which would literally be translated as ‘eating the people’s grain for 
nothing’) Xugou p.3 
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learning how to speak and write Tibetan” “这些年我唯一的收获是学会了藏语藏
文” 303. After the old author briefly mentions his own literary accomplishments, 
Tibet and Tibetan culture then become the main focal point of his narrative. 
Indeed, the old author’s relationship with Tibet is one of the defining features 
of this element of the narrative as unlike Lu Gao and Yao Liang the old author 
can more or less legitimately act as a cultural interlocutor between Han China 
and Tibet. The old author is acutely aware of the divisions that exist between 
his own Han Chinese cultural perspective and that of the wider cultural 
environment of Tibet. In particular, the old author uses the role of myth in the 
understanding of existence as a fulcrum upon which to juxtapose the two 
cultures that he is now somewhere in between: 
“When I was young I loved listening to myths and fairy tales, I suppose 
everyone does when they are young. When you get older though most 
people stop liking them and think that they’ve been written just for 
children, that they are tales fabricated by adults to fool children. Then 
later when people start to write themselves and read some literary 
theory these myths then get classified as folk tales, the kind of thing 
that people write in their spare time. They are how people judge right 
and wrong, good and evil. They are a way of summarizing and 
yearning for an idealised version of life. Living in the age of science, 
the concept of myth seems so remote.” 
“我小时候喜欢听神话故事,大概人小时候都喜欢吧。大一点了就不再喜
欢,以为那是专门编出来给孩子们听的,是大人为了哄孩子顺口胡诌出来
的。后来搞创作  
看了些文学理论方面的书,又把这些神话归人民间文学类,认为这是广大劳
动人民在劳动之余创作的,是人们对善恶是非的褒贬好憎,是对生活理想化
的概括和向往。我们生活在科学时代,神话这个概念对我们是过于遥远
了。”304 
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For the old author myth plays an extremely important role in the narrativisation 
of existence and the production of meaning, however this role has been 
eroded in what he perceives as the ‘age of science’. In placing his own 
‘scientific’ cultural perspective against a Tibetan culture which still retains the 
role of myth that is usually abandoned in adulthood there is a potential risk 
that the old author is exoticising and even infantilising Tibet as a more child-
like and less developed environment. Overwhelmingly however the old author 
appears to be attempting to highlight the shallow and spiritually barren nature 
of Han China305 and in doing so displays a strong postcolonial sensitivity in 
attempting to dispute the perception that Tibet, in its lack of ‘modernity’, is 
somehow primitive or inferior: 
“We believe that we are intelligent and civilised and that they are 
simple and primitive and that they need us to save and enlighten 
them.” 
“可是我们自以为聪明文明,以为他们蠢笨原始需要我们拯救开导”306 
 
The direct address which is used throughout the old author’s chapters here 
takes on a further significance in that the intimacy created by narrating in the 
first person plural ‘we’ is being juxtaposed against the ‘they’ of the Tibetan 
people. Within the text’s narrative structure there is therefore an intimacy 
being built amongst the narrative focalizer as the old author, Yao Liang, Lu 
Gao, the ‘reader’, and more broadly the Han Chinese, whilst on the other side 
of this narrative divide Tibet is firmly placed as the ‘other’ in that it is subject to 
the narrator’s perception. Bridging this divide between the narrator and the 
narrated world is the concept of ‘myth’ which the old author repeatedly returns 
to; his narrative, his understanding of Tibet, and indeed large portions of 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” in general revolve around re-embracing the concept of 
myth as a legitimate narrative tool through which to create meaning.  
Unlike several other elements within “Gangdisi de youhuo” the old narrator’s 
role as a narrative focalizer offers the reader an opportunity to gauge the 
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reliability of the narrator’s values and judgement. It is tempting to suggest that 
the old narrator represents the most reliable narrator within the text in that we 
can clearly gauge this narrator’s judgement of the narrated world given the 
agenda set out within the old author’s monologue. However the end of this 
passage is abruptly signposted by the highly metafictional ‘author’s note’ 
incursion in chapter 5:  
 
 “(Please excuse this sophistry – Author’s note) 
(Further author’s note: these kinds of emotive monologues in novels 
are very irritating, but as it has already happened this author is not 
willing to take it back, it won’t happen again.)” 
“(请原谅在这段文字里用了诡辩术--作者注)。 
(作者又注--在一篇小说中这样长篇大论地发感慨是很讨厌的,可是既然已
经发了,作者自己也不想收回来,下不为例吧。)”307 
 
For a text that contains so many ‘author’ figures, this highly self-reflexive 
narrative incursion on the part of yet another author creates an issue within 
the text, this being which ‘author’ exactly does this refer to? Although this is 
not overtly stated, the nature of this author’s text is revealing in many ways: 
Firstly this author is directly criticising the ‘old author’s monologue’ that 
preceded it and in this way can be understood as the text self-reflexively 
criticising (itself); Secondly, the incursion is additionally self-reflexive in that it 
refers to the narrative as a ‘novel’. This textual self-reflexivity is subsequently 
contradicted by the statement that the passage this author is criticising has 
‘already happened’. This incursion therefore is complex on many levels: it is a 
self-criticism of the text by an unknown author figure involving various 
degrees of self-reflexivity (focusing both on the textual level and on the act of 
narration). This authorial incursion seems likely to be from the same ‘author’ 
figure as that found in chapters 9 and 15 as this incursion clearly comes from 
a narrative level above the ‘old author’ and would be compatible with the 
narrative structures of those chapters. There is one major difference, 
however, between this incursion and those of chapters 9 and 15: this author 
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figure is intruding down into and revealing himself in the narrative level he is 
‘controlling’ whereas within chapters 9 and 15 the narrator ‘discusses’ the 
narrative from other chapters within the text. Furthermore, although chapter 
15 contains a similarly strong self-reflexivity in terms of a text ‘analysing’ itself, 
the narrative incursion is unique in its self-reflexivity in that it isolates an 
individual element of the narrative as a target for its criticism; not only does it 
analyse this section of the text, it literally ‘apologises’ for its perceived 
weakness. Read in this way the author’s incursion stands out against other 
self-reflexive elements of the narrative, which then leads to the question: what 
is it about the ‘old author’s’ monologue that makes this author figure apologise 
for the text he is (presumably) in control of? 
There are two ways in which the author’s incursion can be read; it can either 
be read ‘sincerely’ (i.e. without any ironic distance) as the genuine apology of 
an author figure who is not in complete control of his text, or it can be read 
with an ironic distance that suggests that the author is in control of this text 
and this disingenuous apology is deliberately masking the connection the 
author has with the emotive and controversial content that preceded the 
incursion. When read in the first way, the represented ‘author’ figure here 
loses a degree of control over the text and becomes more of a curator of 
various different ‘voices’ within the text; by the time these voices start to 
digress into unwanted territory the author can only apologise and move the 
narrative along. When understood in the second way however, this incursion 
then starts to become an act of self-reflexive sleight of hand, for whilst the 
‘author’ may be apologising for the text, the fact remains that apologising for 
the text (which the author is in control of) ironically enables it to exist; this 
apology therefore is legitimising (rather than negating) the aspect of the text 
that is being apologised for.  Before attempting to conclude which of these 
strategies is most likely, it should first be ascertained which specific elements 
of the text are being criticised and how. To address this second question first, 
the author figure criticises the text for being overly emotional and indulging in 
“诡辩” (guibian); this term is often translated as ‘sophistry’, and a literal 
interpretation of the component Chinese characters confirms the parallel 
meaning of ‘a deceitful argument’. Clearly then, not only is the author 
[173] 
	
dissatisfied with the text in literary terms but there is also a clear passing of 
judgement on the beliefs expressed within the text. This is particularly ironic 
because in many ways the ‘old author’s’ monologue that is being criticised is 
one of the few elements of the text in which the values and judgements of the 
narrative focalizer are overtly expressed: 
“I love them, to really understand them you have to walk into their 
world. You know, apart from saying that they live in an age of myth, 
their everyday lives are completely intertwined with the concept of myth. 
Myths aren’t just ornaments in their lives, they are their lives; they are 
the reason for and foundation of their existence. Myths are the reason 
why they are Tibetans and not something else.” 
“我爱他们,要真正理解他们,我就要走进他们那个世界。你们知道,除了说
他们本身的生活整个是一个神话时代,他们日常生活也是和神话传奇密不
可分的。神话不是他们生活的点缀,而是他们的生活自身,是他们存在的理
由和基础,他们因此是藏族而不是别的什么。”308 
 
At the very least, the passage above is extremely significant in reference to 
the ‘old author’s’ expedition that directly follows on from the authorial 
incursion: however the role of myth within narrative as a method to juxtapose 
Han Chinese cultural paradigms against those of Tibet (albeit as understood 
through Han Chinese narrative focalizers) can be located throughout the text. 
The ‘old author’s’ overly emotional and deceitful argument therefore seems to 
be making some insightful statements about not only the old author’s narrative 
but potentially the whole text. As such, how should the authorial incursion be 
understood? Are we to believe that the old author is trying to deceive us or 
should we distrust the sincerity of the author figure? I argue that both readings 
exist concurrently: the authorial incursion can be read sincerely but its self-
reflexive status within the text allows for an ironic reading at the same time. 
To explain this further it is again necessary to remind ourselves that the 
‘author’ is never present within the text, only a thematised author figure 
(narrator); as such even if we believe the author’s incursion to be a sincere 
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‘apology’ the author figure here is merely a function within the text to the same 
extent that the ‘old author’ narrator is. Reading this authorial incursion self-
reflexively therefore, we can conclude that this narrative incursion is merely 
one narrator commenting on another within the text: the ability of one to be 
able to judge the other is reliant upon the suspension of disbelief shifting away 
from the represented world and onto the ‘author’ figure. Furthermore, this 
ability is also reliant upon the very narrative conventions that it is self-
reflexively destabilising: it seems logical that an ‘author’ can interrupt the text 
in this way because it is logical that an ‘author’ can be in control of a text, but 
of course, the ‘author’ does not exist within the text, only the representation of 
the relationship between an author figure and a text. For this reason the 
incursion can be understood in both of the ways I have outlined above; a 
representation of a ‘sincere’ apology which conversely legitimises the element 
of the text it is apologising for.  
 
2) The old author’s expedition 
 
The second major element within this narrative is the old author’s expedition. 
The nature of the narrative changes notably in the transition from the author’s 
monologue to the second part of the narrative as demarcated by the author’s 
incursion. After this point the text becomes a first person, externally focalized 
narrative without any trace of the reader or a ‘you’ addressee. The result of 
this shift therefore foregrounds the represented world and de-emphasises the 
‘dialogue’ between narrator and narratee. This in turn confers a greater 
degree of verisimilitude on the represented world of the narrative itself. 
In contrast to this narrative structure however, the old author’s expedition is 
framed by the monologue which repeatedly focuses on the role of myth and 
the conflict that cultural paradigms based upon the concepts of science and 
logic face when positioned against a culture such as that of Tibet. The role of 
myth also is an extremely important element of the old author’s expedition, as 
the experiences the old author describes in his quest are themselves 
shrouded in disbelief and are to a certain extent mythologised: 
“nobody believed me when I told them, the geological team I was with 
didn’t believe me and neither did anyone else. I had gone mad, I was 
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delusional. That was my self-diagnosis. I once even sent a letter to the 
relevant government department about this but I didn’t hear back. So in 
the end I didn’t believe it myself, so I just treat it as a joke, a story to 
tell. But what about Qiongbu, is he mad too?” 
“我说了没有人相信,地质小队的不信,其他人也不信。我神经出毛病了,我
得了狂想症。这是自己的诊断。我曾经给有关部门写了信,没有回音。那
么我也不再认真,当玩笑当故事说说而已。可是穷布呢?穷布也得了神经
病?” 
 
The old author, having asserted his admiration for Tibetan culture and the 
heightened role that myth plays within its cultural values, is establishing his 
own myth and therefore aligning himself with a cultural framework more in 
keeping with his perceptions of Tibet. This cultural cross roads between myth 
and logic outlined within the monologue is explored again after the ‘author’s’ 
incursion within the old author’s expedition. In particular, the old author’s 
discovery of a giant sheep’s skull during his expedition to the Gangdisê 
mountain ranges is the main point of contention within this part of the 
narrative. The old author’s representation of his discovery is narrated with a 
degree of reliability but the verisimilitude of his represented world is brought 
into doubt.  In light of such tension, however, the narrator seems willing to let 
his narrative be understood as just a ‘joke’ and negates the need to believe in 
his narrative. This willingness to allow his narrative to become a form of 
individual myth comes after a protracted analysis of the narrative’s 
verisimilitude:  
“Initially I thought that it was a stone carving. No, if it was a stone 
carving then how did they move it here? It must have weighed several 
tonnes and there aren’t any large rocks at all in the surrounding 
environment which was all marshland. The stone was several hundred 
metres into the marshland. That was the first thing, the second…” 
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“开始我想到的,这是尊石雕。不对。如果是石雕,它是怎么移到这里来的
呢? 就体积说它有几千吨,而周围没有大块的石料来源,这里又是沼泽地,
它位于沼泽地里面几百米。这是一。第二….” 309 
 
The narrator continues to list the reasons why the narrative’s verisimilitude 
should be brought into doubt based on firm logical reasoning. However, when 
read against the old author’s previous monologue, this deconstruction of the 
narrative loses its potency: the narrative’s inability to withstand scrutiny is 
irrelevant as the old author’s story has already become a myth which does not 
need to be ‘believed’ to be able to function. The scientific voice with which the 
old narrator dissects his myth stems from the same logical framework of 
understanding reality that the old author himself is conflicted by given his love 
for a cultural context in which he finds greater interest and meaning. In this 
sense, the old author’s narrative allows two antithetical positions to coexist 
and in doing so draws attention to one of the key tensions within the text; the 
tension between the increasingly diverging cultures of Tibet and China as 
explored along the dividing line between myth and fact. 
 
iii) Narrative one – the hunting story 
 
The opening quotation of “Gangdisi de youhuo” acts as a caveat lector for the 
whole piece, but even more specifically for hunting stories. Narrative one – 
the ‘hunting story’ – is strongly linked to the text’s opening quotation on many 
levels. Not only does this signpost the fictionality of the narrative as a whole 
but the narrative itself heavily explores the concepts of myth, the subjectivity 
of individual experience, and the unreliability of narrative (be it hunting story or 
otherwise). So whilst the ‘old author’s’ narratives overtly ‘discuss’ the 
narrative’s fictionality, it is in narrative one, as a hunting story, that the 
opening quotation has the most relevance. 
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1) ‘You’ and Qiongbu 
 
As has been stated above, narrative one is narrated in the second person with 
a clear indication that the ‘you’ here actually refers to Qiongbu. Although in 
effect the reader is able to read this narrative as if it were a third person 
narrative, the presence of ‘you’ within the role of Qiongbu is highly significant 
for two reasons: firstly it creates a discord with the direct address of previous 
chapters, and secondly it has significant implications for the status of Qiongbu 
within the narrative itself: 
“This is Qiongbu. Qiongbu can’t speak Chinese and you can’t speak 
Tibetan.” 
 “这是穷布。穷布不会说汉话,而你们不会说藏话。”310 
 
The opening sentences of the chapter directly preceding narrative one in the 
‘old author’s’ narrative are highly significant in terms of Qiongbu’s status 
within the text. As Qiongbu is introduced to Yao Liang and Lu Gao in chapter 
2 it is clear that they are unable to directly communicate with each other. 
Qiongbu’s story therefore is implicitly reliant upon the old author to act as an 
interlocutor: 
“I have friends from all different walk of life. Qiongbu is one of my 
hunting friends, he is a true Tibetan hero. I asked for Qiongbu’s advice 
and he agreed for me to tell this story to a few trustworthy young 
friends.” 
“我在各阶层人士中都有朋友。穷布是我猎人中的朋友,是个典型的西部
硬汉。我征求了穷布的意见,他同意我把这件事讲给几个可以信赖的青年
朋友。”311 
 
Given the linguistic barrier between Qiongbu and Yao Liang and Lu Gao (and 
therefore between Qiongbu and the reader), the old author is left to narrate 
Qiongbu’s story. It is possible that the unknown narrative focalizer of narrative 
one is the old author although there is no way to determine this definitively. 
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Nevertheless, the significance of Qiongbu’s status as ‘you’ is that it draws 
attention to the process of external narration: it is clear here that Qiongbu is 
being ‘spoken for’ in the text without an authentic voice of his own. Within a 
traditional narrative structure of external narration, the identity of the narrative 
focalizer and the perspective from which it is creating the represented world 
within the text remain covert and undisclosed; The less ‘present’ the narrative 
focalizer is the more objective the narrated world appears to be. Narrative 
unreliability is often facilitated through increasing the narrator’s presence 
within the text and providing the reader with information which may draw 
attention to the narrator’s inability to accurately describe or judge the narrated 
world. Here the unreliability of the narrative focalizer occurs on the level of the 
narratee: by narrating through a ‘you’ narratee it is clear that Qiongbu’s 
narrative is being filtered through another perspective. As such Qiongbu’s 
story is potentially inauthentic and problematic as his ‘voice’ cannot be found 
within the text: 
“you are a child of the mountain, but you’ve never been to its summit, 
nobody has.” 
“你是这山的儿子,你从来不曾到过这山最高处,从来没有人到过。”312 
 
It can be seen within the passage above for example that the narrative is at 
times more a representation of the narrator’s judgement and perception of 
Qiongbu rather than Qiongbu’s own judgement and perception. As such 
narrative two does indeed have all the characteristics of externally focused 
third person narration in that the narrator also has access to the unspoken 
words and thoughts of Qiongbu the second person narratee; the ‘you’ within 
the text here is clearly not the same as the ‘you’ narratee within the direct 
address of the preceding chapter.   
There is also a second consequence of narrating in the second person: the 
fact that it is only made clear that the ‘you’ here refers to Qiongbu at the end 
of the fourth paragraph means that until this point the reader is unable to 
ascribe this ‘you’ to any particular element of the text. This lack of information 
actually enables the possibility that the ‘you’ here might be referring to the 
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reader which, in turn, builds a sense of intimacy with the reader, an intimacy 
that remains even after the status of ‘you’ as Qiongbu has been revealed. 
Because of this intimacy the reader, initially at least, is encouraged towards 
identifying with the narratee rather than the text’s external narrator. This effect 
is also heightened by the absence of the ‘reader’ within this section of the 
narrative or elements of direct address which could allude to the reader’s 
presence (the narrator referring to ‘we’, ‘us’ or ‘our’ for example). Where the 
reader is present within other passages in “Gangdisi de youhuo” the effect is 
that the real reader is encouraged upwards onto the narrator’s level to 
‘observe’ and judge the narrated world from a distance. Interestingly however, 
although the reader is not present within the text, the author is: 
“I’m not going to tell the story of you hunting the bear, there are already 
many good authors who have told hunting stories. There was Faulkner 
in the US, Selma Lagerlöf from Sweden and there was also a 
Japanese film about an old bear hunter.” 
“我不说你猎熊的故事,有那么多好作家讲过猎熊的故事。美国人福克纳,
瑞典人拉格洛孚,还有一部写猎熊老人的日本影片。”313 
 
Although the narrative focalizer remains unidentified, it can be deduced from 
the passage above that the narrator is an ‘author’ figure who is ‘telling’ 
Qiongbu’s story. By narrating in the second person however it is as if the 
author figure is engaging in direct address with his narratee, as if the narrator 
is ‘talking’ to Qiongbu and narrating through him as he does. Whilst the 
‘reader’ figure is absent in these chapters narrating in the second person 
builds an intimacy between Qiongbu and the ‘real reader’ who will inevitably 
feel like they are being addressed whenever a ‘you’ appears within the text. 
The internal narrative focalizer narrating in the second person therefore 
reduces the sense of abstraction within the text as the reader is pushed into 
an intimate relationship with the text’s narrator and narratee.  
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2) This is (not) a hunting story –  
 “I said I’m not going to tell the story of you hunting the bear.” 
“我说了我不说你猎熊的故事”314 
 
According to the text’s narrator the hunting story is actually not a hunting story 
but the story of Qiongbu being commissioned to search for a Yeti which was 
claimed to have been recently witnessed. The narrator here, in saying that 
this is not a hunting story seems to be admonishing himself for going off topic: 
Narrative one is not supposed to be a hunting story, but in effect it already is 
by the time the quotation above appears because we have already been 
given several hunting stories (including that of Qiongbu’s father who was 
killed whilst hunting) all of which frame Qiongbu within the context of hunting. 
Even if narrative one is not a hunting story, it is still the story of Qiongbu 
whose existence within the text is entirely based around his role as a hunter 
and his understanding of the environment of the Gangdisê mountain range. 
The narrator refers to Qiongbu using extremely flattering and respectful 
language, admiring his ability as a hunter but also his intuitive understanding 
of the environment which by contrast is so absent from Yao Liang and Lu 
Gao’s narrative. Qiongbu’s relationship with the Gangdisê mountains is an 
essential part of this narrative and the text in general: Qiongbu is not ‘allured’ 
by this landscape, he is not on a journey of cultural or spiritual discovery, he is 
a living and authentic component of this landscape. This, more than anything, 
places Qiongbu in a culturally problematic role. He is an interlocutor between 
the group of Han Chinese authors and the environment they so clearly 
struggle to fully understand. Especially given the narrative structure in which 
Qiongbu operates (in which he is ‘spoken’ for by an external narrator not from 
his own perspective but of that of an ‘other’), his role within the text is 
complicated and problematic; his narrative (like the ‘old author’s’) is 
mythologised yet it is a narrative that he himself is not able to tell. 
Furthermore, Qiongbu is at times exoticised by the narrator in statements 
such as “you are a son of this mountain”, which clearly would not be a 
statement that Qiongbu would make of himself if he were more in ‘control’ of 
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the narrative. Qiongbu’s narrative therefore has to be read with this narrative 
distance in mind. In contrast with the previous narrative in which the ‘old 
author’ actively addresses his own narrative’s verisimilitude, here Qiongbu 
has no such control over how his narrative is interpreted. Coupled with the 
‘caveat lector’ at the start of the text, Qiongbu’s hunting story must be read 
cautiously as not only is the verisimilitude of hunting stories inherently 
problematic (according to the text), the text’s narrative structure reduces the 
authenticity of the text’s represented world. 
 
3) Qiongbu’s narrative 
 
If Qiongbu’s narrative is not a hunting story then it is certainly still a quest 
which incorporates all the elements of a hunting story (a hunter stalking a 
dangerous and elusive prey). Qiongbu however is not operating within his 
normal parameters of hunting for survival; this time he is commissioned by 
local villagers to hunt what they believe is a bear and there are discrepancies 
in their descriptions of the creature they had seen which is being described 
more like a human than a bear: 
“You have no idea why they would make things up like this. This was 
the most talkative herdsman you know. He seemed very honest, 
herdsmen aren’t usually known for talking too much.” 
"你不知道他为什么编排这些话讲给人们,这是你认识的牧人里最多话的
一个。他看上去很老实,牧人一般都不多话。”315 
 
The natural order of Qiongbu’s hunting life is being disrupted here: the 
intimate bond that the hunter and hunted share is being disturbed by the 
seemingly exaggerated and unbelievable eye witness accounts of the bear 
that Qiongbu is being asked to hunt. In particular, the visceral and gory 
descriptions by the herdsman of the bear killing a ram coupled with the 
seemingly surreal and exaggerated descriptions of the bear imbues the 
narrative with a sense of both the mythical and grotesque. Qiongbu’s quest 
therefore is shrouded with danger and intrigue at the outset.  
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4) The yeti 
 
“Now you know that what Qiongbu encountered was a yeti, also known 
as the abominable snowman of the Himalayas. This is the stuff of 
legend and fairy tale. The yeti has become a famous myth all over the 
world, there won’t be any readers that would believe it is real,” 
“现在你们知道了,穷布遇到的是野人;也叫喜玛拉雅山雪人。这是个只见
于珍闻栏的虚幻传说;喜玛拉雅山雪人早已流传世界各地,没有任何读者把
这种奇闻轶事当真的。”  316 
 
By the time we reach chapter 7 the narrative structure of Qiongbu’s text has 
changed completely317. The narrative focalizer has changed and crucially the 
reader now reappears in the text. It is in this chapter that we are told that the 
bear Qiongbu had been hunting was actually a yeti. An external narrator who 
is now addressing a ‘reader’ displays a cold detachment from the narrative 
which is in stark contrast to the end of the preceding chapter. The narrator of 
chapter 7 is clearly attempting to break the verisimilitude of narrative one and 
create a sense of distance between the represented world and the reader. 
The narrator’s scepticism about the key element of narrative one (the 
discovery of the yeti) is accompanied by a desire to recalibrate the dynamic 
with the reader figure within the text: 
“The yeti is one of the four great mysteries of the world, the Bermuda 
triangle, UFOs, yetis, do any of you know what the fourth is?” 
“野人是世界四大谜之一,百慕 大"魔鬼"三角,飞碟,野人,你们谁知道第四个
是什么?”318 
 
																																																								
316 Xugou p.22 
317 Within my analysis of “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s structure I argue that chapter 7 is 
structurally separate from narrative one in that it occurs on a different level of the 
text. Given that this chapter addresses the content of narrative one exclusively 
however, I am analysing chapter 7 here alongside narrative one. 
318 Xugou p.22 
[183] 
	
As the dynamic between the narrator and reader here shifts into more of a 
teacher and student dynamic, the narrator assumes a position of intellectual 
authority, the result of which creates an almost condescending tone in the 
‘dialogue’ with the reader. Whereas the reader had previously been drawn 
into Qiongbu’s narrative through the internal focalizer narrating in the second 
person, here the sense of intimacy within the text has been nullified. When 
read in light of the ‘old author’s’ opinions on the role of myth within narrative, 
these two ‘visions’ of the yeti can be seen as falling along two sides of the 
‘myth’/’fact’ divide. In many ways, chapter 7’s factual rationalisation of the yeti 
is a significantly less satisfying narrative experience than Qiongbu’s narrative 
regardless of whether or not the reader ‘believed’ it. 
Qiongbu’s encounter with the yeti is a fantastical conclusion to his 
epistemological quest although ultimately not that of a successful hunt. In 
spite of Qiongbu’s doubts about the eyewitness accounts of the ‘bear’ he is 
being asked to stalk, his prey matched these seemingly exaggerated 
accounts exactly. Qiongbu’s narrative is not a hunting story in that the final act 
of the hunt does not take place, in every other sense though Qiongbu’s 
narrative is the central hunting story around which the text is structured.  
Qiongbu’s encounter with the yeti reaffirms the concept that Qiongbu is not 
‘just’ a hunter within “Gangdisi de youhuo” but is some kind of cultural 
interlocutor between the authors and the cultural environment they so 
desperately want to explore and understand. The yeti he encounters is 
perhaps the most complete symbol of this unique, wild and mythologised 
culture as viewed through the exoticised perspectives of the ‘authors’ within 
the text. Moreover, not only does the yeti act as an almost universal signifier 
of an exotic and intriguing subject upon which to base an epistemological 
quest, it is also highly symbolic within Tibetan and Himalayan culture in 
general, being regarded by some Himalayan cultures as a form of deity with a 
particular connection to hunting. Qiongbu’s narrative therefore is the 
quintessential Himalayan hunting expedition and Qiongbu is presented as the 
apotheosis of hunters and the virtues exemplified by hunting. It is also one of 
several epistemological quests within “Gangdisi de youhuo” but it is unique in 
the fact that it is the only one which was ultimately successful. The tension 
within this narrative however is created by chapter 7’s abstract explanation of 
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the narrative and furthermore is derived from the potential ‘inauthenticity’ of 
narrative one’s second person narration. Especially when compared to 
narrative two (as discussed below), the narrative structure of the text 
constantly undermines the ability of the text to unproblematically narrate 
Qionbu’s narrative: narrative one therefore is an authentic narrative of the 
Gangdisê mountains narrated inauthentically.  
 
iv) Narrative two – the sky burial 
 
Narrative two, comprising chapters 4,8 and 10, is the externally focalized 
element of the text covering Yao Liang and Lu Gao’s expedition to see a sky 
burial. The narrative focalizer of this element of the text is unknown, however 
the ‘reader’ addressee is present. The expedition described within these 
chapters primarily involves Yao Liang, Lu Gao and their driver Xiao He and 
logically follows on sequentially from the initial meeting between Lu Gao, Yao 
Liang, Qiongbu and the ‘old writer’319. In contrast to the intimacy of these early 
chapters revolving around the preparation for their future expedition320, 
narrative two’s unknown external focalizer introduces a degree of abstraction 
and distance. This abstraction enables the reader to withdraw to a ‘safer’ 
distance from the text as more of an aloof observer than a ‘participant’ in the 
narrative. Indeed whereas before the reader was placed oppressively close to 
the participants within the narrative itself, now the reader is allowed to share 
the same space as the distant extra-diegetic narrator figure: Importantly, the 
narrator uses the term ‘we’ referring to him or herself and the reader. 
																																																								
319 “This was Yao Liang and Lu Gao’s first expedition. They wanted to work here for a 
couple of years, there would be plenty of time for that. We already know that their 
second expedition was to search for the yeti.” “这是陆姚探险队的第一次探险。他们要
在这里工作几年,来日方长。我们已经知道他们的第二次探险是去寻访野人。” Xugou 
p.32 
320 This intimacy is built in several ways, such as the heavy use of direct address 
through an internally focused first person narrator, and in particular the structure 
whereby only this narrative focalizer’s half of the conversation is represented in the 
text, e.g. “When I came to Tibet I was still wet behind the ears, I had just joined the 
army, Qiongbu have some tea. No, I don’t want to go back” “进藏的时候我还是个小
鬼,刚穿上军装,穷布你喝茶。不,我不想回去” Xugou p.2; the result of these techniques 
is that the reader is placed into the middle of the dialogue without any build-up of 
context which can be facilitated through external narration. 
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Elsewhere within this element of the narrative ‘the reader’ is overtly referred to 
in chapter 4 (“readers already know that Lu Gao was sent to work in the 
regional sports and physical culture commission” “读者已经知道陆高分在地区
体委做干事工作”321), and the unknown narrator refers to him or herself merely 
as “I” on at least one occasion (“I guess he was embarrassed, going there 
without any real reason to strike up a conversation with a beautiful girl” “我猜
他是不好意思,一个小伙子没道理到一个地方就打听周围的漂亮姑娘”322). In this 
sense ‘we’ clearly refers to the narrator and the reader and through building 
up this level of intimacy with the reader on the narrator’s level, the structure of 
narrative two encourages the reader to engage with the narrative through a 
more distant and critical gaze. The narrator, however, is also highly self-
reflexive in his discussion of the text with the reader: 
“I’m not going to go round in circles describing his features though, 
otherwise readers will think this is a love story (the logic is clear: first 
there is a beautiful girl then a ruggedly handsome man, no?). I am 
declaring that this is not a love story.” 
“我不在他的相貌上兜圈子了,不然读者肯定要认为这是个爱情故事(理由很
明显:先有个漂亮姑娘,然后再说小伙子也蛮漂亮,不是么?)。声明不是爱情
故事。” 
 
Importantly however, the narrator within narrative two addresses the reader in 
terms of the ‘telling’ of a ‘story’, which creates a narrative (rather than textual) 
self-reflexivity which strengthens the intimacy between the text’s external 
narrator and its reader narratee: The overt fictionality does not break the 
verisimilitude of the narrative but strengthens the sense that the narrator and 
the ‘reader’ are sharing a distanced perspective of the represented world. For 
this to be the case the suspension of disbelief has to shift from the narrated 
world itself onto the represented relationship between narrator and reader. 
The narrative structure of narrative two therefore enables a distanced reading 
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of the text thereby offering ample leeway for the reader to be able to question 
the represented world and the primary participants within the narrative. 
 
1) Lu Gao, Yao Liang and the sky burial 
 
At the heart of narrative two is a clear epistemological quest which revolves 
around the sky burial. Sky burial was certainly a controversial subject within 
the cultural environment in which Ma Yuan was operating in the mid-1980s: 
any radically different cultural practice concerning the burial process is a 
sensitive issue especially given the heightened tensions which arise from 
examinations of Tibetan culture from a Han Chinese perspective. “Gangdisi 
de youhuo”, as a Chinese text written by a non-Tibetan speaking Han 
Chinese author is certainly straying onto culturally sensitive ground. In 
focusing narrative two on sky burials therefore the narrative’s epistemological 
quest revolves around a cultural paradigm which exploits the tension between 
Han China and Tibet. 
The focal point of the epistemological quest within narrative two is that both 
Yao Liang and Lu Gao are setting out on an expedition to surreptitiously 
witness a sky burial which they have heard will be taking place in the early 
hours of the morning. The rationale for Lu Gao and Yao Liang engaging in this 
expedition revolves primarily around cultural curiosity as outlined in chapter 
four: 
“Lu Gao knew that he was flesh and blood like everyone else and that 
he too would die. Lu Gao had even thought of being buried this way 
when he died. He didn’t believe in the afterlife but he loved the 
magnificence of its imagery and he was fascinated by the imagery of 
this ritual itself.” 
“陆高知道自己和其他人也都是一样的血肉之躯,最终也都不免一死。陆
高甚至想过自己死时也取这种仪式。他不是相信关于上天的传说,但是他
喜欢这样壮阔的想象,这充满想象的仪式本身使他着迷。”  
 
Whilst the nature of the epistemological quest surrounding the sky burial is not 
overtly stated with any clarity (other than stating that it was Yao Liang’s idea 
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having seen some photographs of such a sky burial), it is clear however that 
the quest is being launched out of intrigue and curiosity. Where the sky burials 
are described within the text prior to the actual sky burial taking place, it is 
done so with a sense of exoticised fascination coupled with a distinct lack of 
any significant knowledge about the ritual and the social protocols which 
surround it. Yao Liang and Lu Gao’s ‘perspectives’ of events throughout their 
expedition therefore are inherently problematic as none of the group speaks 
any Tibetan and there is no evidence that they have sought the approval or 
advice of anyone involved in the burial they are attempting to witness. The sky 
burial therefore is being used as the focal point of a grotesquely fascinating 
and culturally sensitive epistemological quest. 
 
2) The sky burial and the love story 
 
The quest to witness the sky burial is complicated before the expedition even 
begins by the news that Lu Gao’s love interest had died in a car crash. Lu 
Gao’s reaction to this news displays more of a detached philosophical 
approach to his relatively fleeting encounters with the deceased rather than 
genuine grief: 
“Did I love her? No. She was too beautiful, her beauty was such that it 
created a distance between herself and me, she become almost 
symbolic.” 
“"你说我爱她了?没有。她太美了,她的美和我和人们拉开了距离,她成了
一种象征。”323 
 
It quickly becomes apparent however that it is extremely likely that the sky 
burial they are attempting to witness could be hers: 
“Lu Gao was thinking about what Yao Liang said last night. Were they 
really about to see her be dismembered? If it is her would he still want 
to see it? Anything is possible.” 
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[188] 
	
“陆高想的是睡前姚亮那句话。能否真碰上肢解她呢?要真是她,还要不要
看呢?什么都是可能的。”324 
 
The complex mix of detached voyeuristic curiosity and cultural naïveté is now 
compounded by the possibility that the burial may not be a neutral spectacle 
free from the emotional realities of death and loss but a ‘real’ person whom 
the expedition may have known. The reverence that Lu Gao has for the girl as 
a symbol of beauty may now come face to face with the visceral realities of 
the sky burial ritual. The expedition continues regardless but at the very least 
the protagonists have questioned their motives and the potential realties of 
what they might witness. Although they catch a glimpse of the corpse being 
transported to the burial site and again speculate that it may be hers, the 
expedition still maintains its momentum and the spirit of cultural curiosity is 
restored again as Lu Gao’s mixed emotions about the burial are left 
unresolved. It is only after the possibility arises that the burial they are trying 
to witness may not be that of an anonymous individual therefore that the 
group questions the appropriateness of their quest at all. The quest continues 
because Lu Gao’s emotional connection with the deceased is not strong 
enough and is effectively outweighed by his curiosity. In this sense the 
protagonists only respect the sky burial as cultural practice but do not respect 
the individuals involved in the burial itself. The burial has clearly become a 
highly exoticised act: any attempt to normalise the event they are trying to 
witness would humanise those involved and destroy the ‘allure’ that it holds 
over the group.  
 
3) The thwarted expedition 
 
Despite the doubt created by Lu Gao’s realisation that the burial may be 
someone known to the group, the expedition continues. They are clearly 
aware that their presence may not be welcomed and proceed on the basis 
that they can only witness the burial covertly without being noticed by those 
performing and involved with the burial. The turning point of the narrative is 
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where the expedition is close enough to glimpse the burial but not close 
enough to gain a sufficiently clear view: at this stage the group is at an 
impasse in that their desire to remain undetected is keeping them at a 
distance yet their voyeuristic desires are not being satisfied: 
“This turned out to be too far away still, we couldn’t see clearly what 
the people moving below us were actually doing. Were they lifting the 
corpse up? Had they already dismembered it? Lu Gao decided to 
move closer, everyone else seemed to be thinking of doing the same 
thing and started to creep forward. We hadn’t agreed to do this 
beforehand but no one was saying anything.” 
“这里毕竟离得太远,几乎就看不清下面活动着的人们在干什么。也许在
抬死者?也许已经开始肢解?陆高决定再靠近些;别人似乎也都这么想,也
在向前蠕动。没有事先约定,可是谁都不说话”325 
 
At this crossroads between respectful distance and the impulse to gain a 
closer view, Lu Gao’s voyeuristic desire takes the expedition too close to the 
burial; the respectful distance has been breached and their presence now 
becomes an invasion into a sacred space.  
“If they had been smart they would have had the decency to leave, 
everyone knows you shouldn’t push your luck when you have just 
upset someone. A smart person would have been realistic about this, 
but of course these people weren’t smart, they were lost in their own 
desires.” 
“这时候他们如果聪明,最好自己乖乖离去,人们都知道被激怒的人是不可
通融的,聪明人对此不该抱幻想。事实他们这些人都不聪明,都在做
梦。”326 
 
It is certainly clear that the expedition has made a huge mistake and it is 
impossible, in this sense, to identify with their epistemological quest. With the 
justifiably angered Tibetans on one side of the quest and the expedition team 
on the other, there is little chance that the reader would sympathise with the 
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latter in this dynamic. Far from being able to act as respectfully distant 
observers or be welcomed by those performing the ritual, the expedition have 
been rejected for their unwelcome invasion into a culturally sensitive 
environment. This is also one of the few places in the text where the 
predominantly neutral and objective narrative focalizer passes judgement on 
the protagonists themselves, further strengthening the distance between 
narrator (along with the reader) and the narrated world.  
Whilst there is a sense of distance between the narrator and the expedition, 
there is also a certain degree of tension amongst the expedition itself; Yao 
Liang is significantly more hesitant and respectful than Lu Gao and seems to 
be clearly aware of the fact that they have acted in a culturally insensitive 
manner. Lu Gao on the other hand is driven by an impulsiveness that has little 
consideration for respecting the cultural environment he is encroaching upon. 
The visceral desire to witness the sky burial becomes increasingly focused on 
a desire to witness the girl whom he had shared brief although seemingly 
significant encounters with. The interactions between Yao Liang and Lu Gao 
are frequently a point of tension between two opposing forces: one impulsive, 
reactionary and at times insensitive, and the other more respectful yet often 
timid and disengaged. The two sides of this tension are rarely reconciled 
within the narrative and indeed the Yao Liang/Lu Gao pseudo couple are 
frequently used by Ma Yuan as a means of exploring a dualistic and 
oppositional approach to the narrative with neither side ultimately gaining any 
control over the other. Regardless of this tension however, both are equally 
complicit in their failed expedition.  
The likelihood that the expedition was going to fail is signposted throughout 
the narrative. Even before they arrived at the burial site it was clear that their 
presence would be unwelcome and that their expedition lacked the most basic 
of planning with Lu Gao completely bemused when asked about the 
“introductory letter” required as a form of permit to view sky burials. The 
narrative focalizer’s willingness to judge Yao Liang and Lu Gao and the 
obvious signs that the protagonists’ understanding and judgement of their 
surroundings was insufficient clearly manoeuvre the reader into a position 
where the logic of the narrative’s epistemological quest can be questioned. 
Not even the tension between Yao Liang and Lu Gao was sufficient to give 
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the expedition enough self-awareness to realise their mistake. As such, 
although they are clearly on an epistemological quest, the members of the 
expedition are clearly not functioning as ‘cognitive heroes’. 
 
4) The Hong Kong tourists 
 
Whilst the logic and judgement of the primary epistemological quest is brought 
into doubt within the text, there is also another element of the text through 
which the main protagonists themselves are in a position to witness another 
failed epistemological quest: 
“”They’re tourists, Hong Kong tourists. They must also be here for the 
sky burial. Stop the car, I’ll go ask them if they have a guide.” 
They didn’t have a guide or even any rain clothes. The ten or so of 
them were only wearing down jackets which were already completely 
soaked through. They hadn’t made any arrangements beforehand, 
both them and us were unaware that outsiders aren’t allowed to watch 
sky burials.” 
“"是旅游的,是港客。他们准是也要去看天葬的。停下,我去问问他们,他们
有向导。"他们没有向导,而且他们都没带雨具。他们十来个人都穿的羽
绒服,已经看出差不多都淋透了。他们事先没有联系,他们和我们都还不知
道天葬是不许外人围观的。”327 
 
Before they reach the burial site the expedition is joined by a group of Hong 
Kong tourists who are even less prepared than they are for their quest, not 
even having appropriate clothing let alone transport. Their aim seems to be 
exactly the same as the expedition’s and whilst all of them ultimately fail in 
their quest, the Hong Kong tourists are arguably even more incompatible with 
their environment. The logic of the expedition therefore is brought into 
question within the narrative on two levels, firstly through the conflict between 
Yao Liang and Lu Gao, and secondly through the presence of the tourists who 
are essentially parodying Yao Liang and Lu Gao’s own shortcomings.  
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Despite the fact that the Hong Kong tourists are even more poorly prepared 
than the expedition team, their plight offers no real insight into the failings of 
Lu Gao and Yao Liang’s expedition; the interactions between the two groups 
are fleeting and inhibited by the tourists’ lack of proficiency in mandarin328 
which again reflects upon the expedition’s own inability to communicate in 
Tibetan. Ultimately though both groups end up in the same position with their 
quests having both comprehensively failed. The fact that Yao Liang and Lu 
Gao’s expedition was as unsuccessful as that of the Hong Kong tourists adds 
another layer of absurdity and ironic distance to the narrative that is further 
heightened by the fact that the expedition display no self-awareness about 
their situation.  
 
v) Narrative three – Lu Gao’s text 
 
Of all the elements of “Gangdisi de youhuo”, narrative three is the most 
heavily influenced by intertextuality from both within the text itself and outside 
of it. Before we even begin narrative three we are told that the text is ‘written’ 
by Lu Gao after his two failed expeditions (the first being the sky burial, and 
the second being the unsuccessful expedition to discover the yeti). If this 
intertextuality is to be believed (i.e. if we were to believe that Lu Gao is the 
‘author’ and therefore narrative focalizer of this narrative) then this narrative is 
overtly fictional and its narrator is unreliable considering the unreliability of Lu 
Gao’s judgment in narrative two. This clearly presupposes that Lu Gao can 
unproblematically act as the narrative focalizer for this narrative, or at least 
presupposes that the statements made within the text about Lu Gao 
‘authoring’ narrative three can be believed. Nevertheless, the most likely 
interpretive strategy for narrative three is to approach it as Lu Gao’s text and 
to acknowledge that our judgements of this narrative’s external narrative 
focalizer are informed by Lu Gao’s status within the text as a whole.  
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1) Dhonyo and Dhondup 
 
Broadly speaking, Lu Gao’s text is a tragic and partly mythologised narrative 
revolving around the relationship between two brothers named Dhonyo & 
Dhondup. It is mentioned at the start of the narrative that Dhonyo & Dhondup 
feature as the central figures of one of the most famous works of Tibetan 
opera329 however, the two brothers as they appear here share few if any 
similarities with the brothers within the Tibetan opera. Here, Dhonyo and 
Dhondup are twins who had been raised alone by their mother; they are not 
members of royalty (who within the Tibetan opera are portrayed as almost 
mythical beings) but instead are Tibetan farmers on the Gangdisê mountains: 
“I don’t know if everyone can be reincarnated but this pair of twins are 
also called Dhonyo and Dhondup. One thing that is certain though is 
that these brothers will never become kings. Maybe this is so-called 
fate.” 
“我不知道凡人是否也可以转世,不过这对双胞胎确实也叫顿珠和顿月。
有一点可以冒昧肯定,这对兄弟都不可能当国王;也许这就是所谓天意
吧。” 330 
 
The narrator above clearly makes an effort to distance this text with the 
Tibetan opera from which its central figures are clearly borrowed and hence is 
attempting to diminish the intertextuality between this text and Dhonyo and 
Dhondop as evocative figures within Tibetan culture. In this sense, the 
narrator does not borrow any preconceived understandings of Dhonyo & 
Dhondup within the text, rather the brothers here can be seen as being either 
Dhonyo & Dhondup in name alone and nothing else, or as a form of literary 
reinvention (reincarnation), recalibrating Dhonyo & Dhondup as a cultural 
paradigm. Regardless, it becomes clear from the text that understanding 
Dhonyo & Dhondup within narrative three requires no knowledge of the 
Dhonyo & Dhondup that appear within Tibetan opera. This then leads to the 
conclusion that they merely function here as a fraternal archetype; in actual 
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fact, it becomes apparent later within the text that Dhonyo & Dhondup within 
narrative three bear a striking resemblance to the dualistic relationship 
explored through the Yao Liang and Lu Gao pseudo-couple. On the one side 
of this dualism is Dhonyo the elder brother who is filial, conscientious, 
reserved but also illiterate, whilst on the other side is Dhondup who is 
outgoing, impulsive, and a talented singer who is keen to leave the Gangdisê 
mountains to see the world. The opening dialogue between the two brothers 
highlights this tension between them: 
 “”I want to join the army.” 
 “Have you told mother?” 
 “I think, I think…” 
They were not far from the tent. Next to the tent was a fold, they were 
lying down, under their bodies the hay was cold and hard. Dhondop sat 
up. 
“I think… brother, do you think mum will let me go?” 
He didn’t actually care how Dhonyo was going to answer him, he was 
essentially just thinking out loud. 
“I don’t think she will, I don’t think she will let me go.” 
He seemed completely certain, but he suddenly prodded Dhondop. 
“What do you think brother?” 
“It doesn’t matter what I think, you still have to tell mother.” 
 “"我要去当兵了。"  
"跟阿妈说了?"  
"我想,我想......"  
他们坐的地方离帐篷并不远。旁边就是羊栏,他们躺着,身下是冻得硬硬的
干草地。顿月还是坐起来。  
"我想......哥,你说阿妈能让我走吗?"  
他根本不在乎顿珠怎样回答,只是自顾自地边想边说。  
"我想不能,阿妈不能让我走。我想她准不让我走。"  
他似乎满有把握,可他又突然捣了顿珠一拳,"你说呢,哥?"  
"不管怎么说你得告诉阿妈一声。"”331 
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This dialogue continues in this pattern to an almost absurd degree with 
Dhonyo asking Dhondup about their mother whenever he asks a question 
about leaving the Gangdisê mountains332 and Dhondup effectively ignoring his 
brother’s answer each time. The absurdity created by repetition within their 
dialogue and the unilateral nature of their conversation heightens the tension 
between the two brothers and foregrounds the dualism that their relationship 
presents within the text.  
Broadly speaking, narrative three is divided into two parts: before and after 
Dhondup leaves the ancestral home in the Gangdisê mountains to join the 
army. Whilst the first half of the narrative contextualises Dhondup’s 
relationship with his brother, mother and ‘partner’ Nimu, the second half of the 
narrative is dominated by Dhondup’s absence. The space vacated by 
Dhondup is in many ways occupied by Dhonyo, the most important of which is 
clearly the fact that in the end Dhonyo marries the mother of Dhondup’s child, 
Nimu, who abandons hope that Dhondup will ever return to her. The trauma of 
loss and absence within the narrative is heightened by the isolated 
environment of the Gangdisê mountains. Nimu’s troubled relationship with her 
father ultimately sends her into a reclusive and mute state with her child now 
growing up in an isolated and aphasic environment, cut off from the 
normalising forces of family and interpersonal connections. This connection 
between trauma and loss of language appears elsewhere within Ma Yuan’s 
works, not least within “Xugou”333. Here, Nimu and her child’s loss of 
language as a result of traumatic experiences and being ostracised from their 
environment is juxtaposed against the other major occurrence to happen after 
Dhondup’s departure; whilst we are told within the text that Dhondup was an 
excellent singer, Dhonyo, the “herdsman who hadn’t read a book his entire 
life” 334 suddenly develops the ability to sing the Epic of King Gesar (格萨尔王
传 Gesa’er wang zhuan). In developing the ability to sing in the tradition of 
Tibetan oral story telling, Dhonyo has established a connection between 
																																																								
332 Each of Dhonyo’s 11 consecutive replies to Dhondop’s questions includes the 
word ‘mother’. 
333 As in for example the status of the ‘mute’ within the text (See page 124). 
334 Xugou p.39 
[196] 
	
himself and one of the most complex and unique facets of Tibetan cultural 
tradition which because of his lack of education would realistically have 
eluded him. The mysterious circumstances through which he gains this ability 
is left unresolved in the text and, like the ‘old author’s’ expedition, is 
legitimised through its mythologised status. There is also an interesting 
causality involved within this narrative, in that after Dhondup leaves, not only 
does Dhonyo replace him in his roles as father and husband, but also seems 
to take on some of his character traits and in this sense Dhondup remains 
present through his brother who seems to be occupying the space he left 
behind. This mythologised connection between the two brothers, and indeed 
the whole of narrative three, becomes highly tragic when read in light of the 
‘analysis’ of the text in chapter 15335: 
“First off, Dhondup would not return (and could never return, without 
the possibility that he might return the problem is much more 
straightforward) because shortly after he joined the army he lost his 
life.” 
“首先顿月不会回来(也不可能回来,排除了顿月回来的可能性,问题就简单
了),因为他入伍不久就因公牺牲了。”336 
 
The factual and detached manner in which such a tragic piece of information 
is delivered right at the end of the narrative adds a degree of retrospective 
pathos to the narrative we have just read and creates a sense of distance 
from the text’s narrative focalizer. This distance in terms of the narrative 
structure is in sharp contrast with the intimacy of the narrative structure within 
narrative one for example. Furthermore, the structure of external omniscient 
narration is such that we are given the impression that Dhonyo, his mother 
and Nimu may never find out the truth about their situation as the narrator 
(and the reader) are removed and detached from the spatio-temporal context 
of the narrative (unlike in the chapters with direct address for example). To 
heighten this distance, throughout the text the narrative focalizer (who as I 
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have suggested can be understood as Lu Gao albeit not unproblematically) 
also engages with his text in an overtly analytical tone; within the space of a 
few paragraphs the narrator refers to genetics, surrealism, idealism, 
spiritualism, rationalism and materialism in attempts to explain aspects of the 
narrative. Ultimately these attempts create a sense of unwanted distance 
between the narrative focalizer and the narrated world (unwanted in 
comparison to the narrator of narrative two’s overt criticism of and therefore 
deliberate distancing from Yao Liang and Lu Gao for example). Furthermore, 
the narrative focalizer returns to the subject, as brought up by the ‘old author’, 
of the role of myth in Tibetan culture. Here, the narrator again displays a 
desire to use abstract language and concepts to explain his narrative: 
“It seems that many people would prefer to believe in myths, although 
they are mainly comprised of idealistic and spiritualistic elements, they 
are nevertheless beautiful. These kinds of fables obviously don’t mix well 
with logic.” 
“看得出,多数人是宁可相信神话的,虽然神话中更多唯心或唯灵的成分,但是
它美。这类传说显然不宜掺杂太多的唯理成分。”337 
 
When contrasted with the ‘old author’s’ monologue on the same subject, the 
narrative focalizer here makes a less passionate and less persuasive 
argument; this narrator’s understanding of myth is conceptual, whereas the 
‘old author’s’ understanding is much more visceral to the point where it 
becomes almost a personal belief (as evidenced by his willingness to 
incorporate myth into his own narrative). In this sense narrative three’s 
detached and analytical external narrator contrasts against the highly tragic 
and poignant nature of the narrative itself. In the transition from narrative three 
into the ‘analysis chapter’ of chapter 15, the narrative displays an increasing 
level of self-reflexivity (both narrative and textual) as the narrator questions 
how to ‘finish’ the narrative and frequently responds to these self-imposed 
questions with “I don’t know”338. Whilst the narrator of narrative three initially 
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338 The repetition of the phrase “I don’t know” by a narrative focalizer is one particular 
hallmark of the erosion of narrative omniscience. In an extreme example of this, the 
constant repetition of the phrase “I don’t know” in Samuel Beckett’s The Unnameable 
[198] 
	
only displays very mild levels of narrative self-reflexivity (such as in 
statements such as “After this there will of course be further stories about 
Dhonyo and Dhondop” “后面自然还有关于顿珠的故事”339 and in the reference 
to the ‘reader’ in the text), by the end of narrative three the narrator has 
become highly textually self-reflexive (with the narrative being referred to in 
terms of choosing the right words or even punctuation). This narrative 
structure which builds in self-reflexivity pushes narrative three into an 
awkward position in that it is by far the most emotive and traditionally ‘story 
like’ element of the text, however the detached narrator, and the self-
reflexivity of the analysis chapter (which imparts the most tragic element of 
this narrative in an absurdly straight and factual manner) reduces the reader’s 
ability to engage with the narrative. The clear poignancy of narrative three 
therefore is dissipated when the emotive nature of the narrative becomes 
textually self-reflexive, and the closeness built through narrative structuring, 
such as within the direct address of the old author’s chapters for example, is 
absent. In particular, the sense of loss within the text (that of Dhondup’s family 
continuing to go about their life in his absence in the hope of his return) on the 
narrated level is amplified on the narrator’s level with the knowledge that 
Dhondup has passed away. The reader therefore is stranded between two 
worlds - the mythologised world of the Gangdisê mountains in which Dhondup 
is still alive and sending money back to his mother each month, or the world 
of the narrator in which Dhondup is dead and the tragic reality of his family’s 
situation becomes fully apparent. 
 
vi) The analysis chapter (chapter 15) 
 
Chapter 15 is clearly the most self-reflexive element of the text displaying both 
narrative and textual self-reflexivity. The fact that this narrative appears to 
attempt to analyse the text as a whole rather than just individual elements of 
the text, suggests that the narrative focalizer of this chapter should be 
operating on a higher narrative level, controlling and analysing the text. Whilst 
																																																								
sees a narrator who is not capable of knowing who (or what) he or she (or it) is, let 
alone faithfully ‘describing’ a represented world.  
339 Xugou p.42 
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the complex narrative structure of “Gangdisi de youhuo” means that no single 
authoritative ‘author’ figure can be identified, it is nevertheless the case that 
the focalizer of chapter 15 is performing some of the expected functions of 
such an author figure. The first of the narrator’s three ‘issues’ (given in bullet 
points as issue a, b and c) with the text (or at least the issues that ‘some 
readers’340 may have with the text) concerns the three major narratives and 
the fact that they are not sufficiently connected to each other. This highly self-
reflexive statement highlights the complex dynamics which occur within 
metafictional writing; whilst this analysis of the text can be interpreted as 
empowering the reader to engage with the text as a critical and active 
participant (rather than a passive receiver of a story), it can equally be argued 
that this question is manipulating the reader’s attention. In stating that the 
text’s three narratives are independent and not sufficiently connected to each 
other, it is assumed that the text’s narratives should not be independent or 
that they are not in some way connected already. To what extent for example, 
are separate juxtaposed elements of a text inherently connected to each other 
by their very coexistence within the same text? The narrator here seems to be 
inferring that there is somehow a lack of a central narrative device that binds 
the separate narratives of the text together. However identifying this perceived 
weakness within the text ironically legitimises the text’s structure: whenever a 
text criticises itself the reader is asked to believe that a text can criticise itself, 
which of course it cannot. The same paradoxes exist within the text as before 
therefore, as whilst the reader’s belief in the text’s verisimilitude is brought into 
doubt by the text’s self-reflexivity, in the same way, the belief that the text can 
bring its verisimilitude into doubt should also be brought into doubt. As such 
the analysis chapter and the issues that it presents should be interpreted in 
the same way as the author’s incursion within the old author’s chapters are 
																																																								
340 Many of Ma Yuan’s narrators seem to pander to an absurdly pedantic and 
distrustful subgroup of readers. In effect, whilst the general ‘reader’ figure within 
many of Ma Yuan’s works are fairly neutral addressees, the group referred to as 
‘some readers’ or ‘careful readers’ display many of the features of McHale’s 
“paranoid readers” (see page 67). The effect of this is often an ironic distance 
between the ‘careful readers’ and the ‘normal’ readers (neither of which of course are 
the ‘real readers’ although this tension does foreground the fictionality of the reader 
addressee and therefore pushes the ‘real ‘readers’ out of the text in order to find 
themselves). 
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interpreted: it should be paradoxically interpreted as the ‘genuine’ analysis of 
the text by an element of the text which is not actually able to analyse the text. 
This then leads the reader to not only question the text according to chapter 
15’s analysis but in turn to question the questions chapter 15 is asking of the 
text.  
Of the three questions that the narrator is asking of the text, the first question 
“a” which concerns the text’s “structure” remains unsolved; b and c however 
are explained by the narrator figure as follows: 
“First off, Dhondup would not return (and could never return, without 
the possibility that he might return the problem is much more 
straightforward) because shortly after he joined the army he lost his 
life. In order to look after the deceased’s mother, his squad leader took 
it on himself to take on the role of her son and for the last ten years 
sent his mother nearly 2,000 RMB under her son’s name. However… 
Should there be a ‘however’ here, my dear readers?” 
“首先顿月不会回来(也不可能回来,排除了顿月回来的可能性,问题就简单
了),因为他入伍 不久就因公牺牲了。 他的班长为了安抚死者母亲,自愿顶
替了这个儿子角色;近十年来他这个冒名儿子给母亲寄 了近两千元钱。然
后-- 
还用然后么,我亲爱的读者?”341 
 
Within the analysis chapter the key tragic element of narrative three is 
disclosed to the reader as mentioned above. The fact that such a crucial piece 
of information, (that of Dhondop’s death) which seriously affects the 
interpretation of one of the text’s major narrative elements, is withheld until 
this point creates a sense of distance between the reader and the narrator: if 
a narrator omits a crucial piece of information about the narrative then the 
narrator’s reliability in being able to mediate the represented world is brought 
into doubt. More importantly though, the phrase “without the possibility that he 
might return the problem is much more straightforward” suggests that the 
primary concern of this narrator is resolving the text’s structural issues rather 
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than the ‘emotional wellbeing’ of the characters within the represented world. 
There is clearly an ironic distance created here if a narrator believes that a 
text’s ‘problem’ is solved through the death of one of the characters within the 
narrative. It seems logical therefore to understand the narrators of chapter 15 
and narrative three as being different narrative focalizers so that the narrator 
of narrative three did not logically have any knowledge of Dhondop’s death. 
This strategy would then heighten the reliability of narrative three’s narrator 
but would nevertheless maintain the sense of distance between chapter 15 
and the reader in that this narrator has in effect singlehandedly turned 
narrative three into a tragedy. Regardless of which of these possibilities is 
most likely (neither can be conclusively identified as the ‘correct’ interpretation 
of the text), chapter 15 has relatively little influence over the text as a whole 
(in that it doesn’t for example ‘answer’ the question it poses about the text’s 
overall structure) and as such is commenting on and providing information 
about narrative three from a higher narrative level. This I believe is the key 
function of chapter 15: It is a self-reflexive device through which a crucial 
piece of information about narrative three is delivered in such a way as to 
problematise the text’s structure. 
 
vii) The narrator’s chapters – chapters 7,9 and 16 
 
In between the major narrative elements analysed above are three ‘narrator’s’ 
chapters; chapters 7, 9 and 16. These chapters appear to be very similar to 
the analysis chapter of chapter 15 as they have a similar narrative structure 
which involves being focalized by an external narrator and being able to 
perceive and comment on the events that take place within narratives one, 
two and three. Whilst structurally I do include chapter 7 within these ‘narrator’s 
chapters’, I have already analysed this chapter within my analysis of narrative 
one above. Although chapter 7 does not structurally fit in with narrative one, 
the fact that this narrator’s chapter addresses the content of narrative one 
exclusively means that it is different from chapters 9 and 16 which comment 
on the text as a whole. 
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1) Chapter 9 
 
In contrast to chapter 7, the narrator of chapter 9’s engagement with narrative 
two is not overly distanced or analytical but instead attempts to provide further 
information about narrative two in order to contextualise the events of the 
represented world. In this way the narrator is not so much trying to analyse 
the text but instead is in effect ‘curating’ the narrative by increasing the 
reader’s ability to understand the events and characters contained within it 
and also through creating a logical connection between the separate elements 
of the text: 
“On Yao Liang’s recommendation Lu Gao became the leader of the 
expedition and Yao Liang was the assistant. As such the four of them 
all had their duties with each being given his own title. Qiongbu was the 
guide, the old author was an advisor.” 
“经过姚亮推荐,陆高成了这支小队伍的队长,姚亮甘当副手。结果是四个
人各司其职,都弄了个不大不小的官衔。穷布是向导,老作家是当然的顾
问。”342 
 
This is the first occasion within the text in which Yao Liang, Lu Gao, Qiongbu, 
and the old author are all focalized through an external narrator. It is only at 
this point therefore that the reader is given sufficient levels of narrative 
mediation to be able to contextualise the main narrative threads within the 
text. Furthermore, in spite of the analysis chapter’s claim that the text’s three 
main narratives are independent and separate from each other, chapter 9 
links these three narrative threads together: Lu Gao and Yao Liang’s quest to 
view the sky burial is their first expedition; after this they are introduced to 
Qiongbu by the old author and the four go on a second expedition to return to 
the site where Qiongbu discovered the yeti; after this expedition also fails, 
Yao Liang, Lu Gao and the old author all use their experiences to write novels 
and narrative three is ‘Lu Gao’s text’. In light of this information the analysis 
chapter’s claim that the three narratives are independent of each other seems 
to be contradicted within the text; there is a clear logical sequence of events 
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that is being displayed here and the links between the three main narratives 
are relatively clear and unproblematic. Chapter 9 therefore is one of the few 
chapters within “Gangdisi de youhuo” which acts as a framing device to not 
only make the overall structure of the text clearer to the reader but also 
increase the verisimilitude of its narrative components: 
“What the three of them encountered in those four days was enough 
for each of them to write a book. It wouldn’t be long before the old 
author’s and the two young author’s books would be published. Other 
than this Lu Gao also wrote a realist story about a man who could sing 
traditional songs. Although that story doesn’t have any yetis or 
creatures with giant ram’s horns, it still nevertheless adds to the allure 
of the Gangdisê mountains. The story takes place in the village where 
they set up camp” 
“那四天里经历的一切足够他们三个人各自写整本书的。老作家和两个年
轻作家的书不久就会 问世的。在这之外,陆高还写了个关于说唱艺人的真
实故事。那故事里虽然没有讲到野人和 羊角龙,仍然使巨脉冈底斯山充满
了诱惑。故事就发生在他们驻脚的牧村”343 
 
The narrator here is displaying a narrative self-reflexivity by referring to the 
‘story’ taking place, and furthermore there is also a sense of self-reflexivity 
through the self-begetting element of this chapter in which the text presents 
the origins of the narrative itself344. Chapter 9 describes the circumstances 
through which the text came into being and in this sense is self-reflexive in 
that it satisfies the most basic definition of metafiction being ‘writing about 
writing’. In establishing Lu Gao as the ‘author’ of narrative three, chapter 9 is 
also using a form of overtly fictional intertextuality similar to chapter one’s 
reference to Yao Liang being the author of “Haibian ye shi yige shijie”. 
Chapter 9 therefore acts as a self-reflexive framing structure which 
simultaneously heightens the verisimilitude of the three main narratives whilst 
also foregrounding the fictionality of the text as a whole. In particular, the 
reference to the title of the text within the statement “it still nevertheless adds 
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to the allure of the Gangdisê mountains” “仍然使巨脉冈底斯山充满了诱惑” 345 
heightens the sense that this chapter is an overtly fictional framing device for 
the text as a whole rather than just individual components of the narrative.  
 
2) Chapter 16 
 
Most of chapter 16 is comprised of the two poems ‘written’ by Lu Gao and 
Yao Liang346. What little presence exists on the part of the narrative focalizer 
does however display a clear sense of closeness and affection for Yao Liang 
and Lu Gao by commenting on their behaviour and personalities in a way 
which suggests the narrator has an omniscient knowledge of them outside of 
that which is contained within their representation in “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
alone: 
“Yao Liang often talked himself up as a poet, Lu Gao thought that he was 
a sentimental type. Whether he was a ‘poet’ or ‘sentimental’ didn’t matter 
as Yao Liang never agreed with Lu Gao. Sometimes Yao Liang would 
make fun of Lu Gao and gave him the nickname ‘yeti’.” 
“姚亮一直自诩是个诗人,陆高叫他情种。诗人也罢,情种也罢,姚亮倒全不以
为然。姚亮有时也开陆高的玩笑,野人是姚亮送陆高的雅号。”347 
 
Not only does this chapter build up a sense of intimacy between Yao Liang 
and Lu Gao as ‘characters’ within the text, their role as self-reflexive ‘pseudo-
couple’ is also strengthened within the text: By creating further intertextuality 
within the text through exhibiting their poetry, the verisimilitude of their 
statuses as authors is strengthened. Ironically however, increasing the 
verisimilitude of Yao Liang and Lu Gao as authors fictionalises the text as a 
whole: the more we can believe that Yao Liang and Lu Gao are authors the 
more obviously fictional the text becomes especially when large parts of the 
text are claimed to have been written by them. 
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347 Xugou p.47 
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iix) Yao Liang and Lu Gao’s poetry 
 
Whilst the presence of the two poems within the text is in itself a highly self-
reflexive device, interpreting the poems themselves is also quite a 
complicated procedure: given the complicated intertextuality and self-
reflexivity of the Yao Liang and Lu Gao pseudo-couple, to what extent can 
these poems be read as if they were written by two separate individuals? In 
other words are we supposed to believe that these poems have been written 
by Yao Liang and Lu Gao? Reading these poems involves accommodating 
two seemingly incompatible understandings of the text: on the one hand 
reading Yao Liang’s or Lu Gao’s poetry can inform (and be informed by) the 
reader’s understanding of Yao Liang and Lu Gao as ‘characters’; whilst on the 
other hand the self-reflexive status of the pseudo-couple allows for the 
possibility that these poems are themselves self-reflexive and therefore not 
‘genuine’ pieces of work by two characters within the text. This contradictory 
approach is similar to the way in which the author’s incursion is interpreted; 
we can read these poems as being written by characters within the text in the 
same way that we can read the ‘author’ within the text. In this sense the 
possibility opens up that the poems do not necessarily have to be understood 
as belonging to Yao Liang and Lu Gao. 
The poems themselves are similar to a large extent: both create a dialogue 
with a ‘you’ addressee and both contain a degree of self-reflexivity in referring 
to the act of being a poet: 
 “I said I come from the Bohai coast, 
 I’m a poet who loves pastoral songs” 
 “我说我是从渤海边上来的 
我是一个喜欢牧歌的诗人”348 
 “Don’t talk nonsense like this 
“walking into a rock, 
that is the path I must take.” 
I would rather walk into a glacier, 
Otherwise what kind of a poet would I be?” 
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“别说诸如这样的蠢话 
"走进一块石头  
     那才是我的路"  
我是宁愿掉进冰川裂口的  
不然,我又算个什么诗人”349 
 
In both poems therefore there is a preoccupation with being poets and 
establishing a sense of identity as poets. Furthermore, the landscape of Tibet 
also features within each poem and in particular the isolation of this landscape 
is juxtaposed against a search for, and a loss of identity: 
 “I’ve just realised how anxious I am, 
 I shouldn’t be this anxious 
 I’ve even forgotten who I am 
 (God is an astronaut) 
 Where have I come from? 
 I just regret that I got to the base of 
the Potala Palace too soon.” 
 “我刚刚感到我是太急了 
我不应该这么急  
我甚至忘记了我是谁  
(上帝是个宇航员)  
我又是从哪里来的  
我只是懊悔我太快就到了  
布达拉山脚。” 350 
 
Both poems therefore revolve around poets who have left China for Tibet, 
which clearly is consistent with the expectations of Yao Liang and Lu Gao as 
characters within the text. Furthermore there are also strong links between 
Yao Liang’s poem and narrative three in that the ‘pastoral songs’ here are 
clearly reminiscent of Dhonyo and Dhondop’s abilities to sing traditional 
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Tibetan folk tales in narrative three. Elsewhere within the poems there are 
also references to camping in the stark and remote landscape of Tibet and 
also (especially within Lu Gao’s poem) strong imagery drawn from the natural 
environment and wildlife of Tibet. The poems therefore solidify certain aspects 
of our understanding of Yao Liang and Lu Gao within the text and in places 
build connections to elements of the narrative itself. The poems themselves 
therefore increase the verisimilitude of Yao Liang and Lu Gao (in that it is 
believable to a certain degree that these poems could realistically have been 
‘written’ by Lu Gao and Yao Liang). The self-reflexivity that these poems do 
display (through references to being poets) to a certain extent breaks the 
verisimilitude of any represented world within the poems (to the extent that 
there is such a represented world) but ironically strengthen the status of Yao 
Liang and Lu Gao as authors. In this sense the poems do not offer significant 
insight into the text as a whole or even the inner psychological workings of 
characters within the text. Yao Liang and Lu Gao however operate in a self-
reflexive and at times contradictory manner being both stable ‘characters’ and 
also unstable and self-reflexive authors within the text; the poems here build 
up the former whilst chapter one for example establishes the latter. 
 
Part three: Conclusions 
 
“Xugou”’s self-reflexivity is to a great extent facilitated through the 
representation of an ‘author’ figure and his text, however “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” contains several author figures and several hypodiegetic ‘texts’. 
Initially, the main obstacle to being able to interpret the text appears to be how 
to piece each separate element of the text into a realistic narrative hierarchy. 
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Although the narrative structure above can be identified for “”Gangdisi de 
youhuo”, this structure is by no means easy to decipher and neither is it stable 
and unproblematic. The fact that the text’s structure is so hard to accurately 
map out in this way is one of the unique features of the text.  
A frequently recurring term used across many critical works on “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” in relation to the text’s structure is the concept of ‘fragmentation’. In 
particular, the text’s non-linear chapter structure is interpreted as the out of 
sequence ‘fragments’ of individual, whole elements of the text. The issue with 
this idea however is that it presupposes that a complete and uncompromised 
text exists that has been somehow compromised or damaged. To use a 
different metaphor, I would suggest that the narrative is not so much 
‘fragmented’ as ‘interwoven’. In this sense the narrative resembles a 
patchwork made of different ‘fabrics’ of narrative: Using this analogy 
emphasises the fact that these elements have been deliberately woven into 
each other through an act of textual craftsmanship whereas the idea of 
‘fragmentation’ causes an issue as identifying ‘fragments’ in the text places 
too great an emphasis on the uncompromised versions of the narratives 
before they became fragmented. Furthermore, understanding the text as 
being ‘interwoven’ encourages a reading that pays more attention to the 
elements of the narrative as they appear in the text (and why they have been 
deliberately placed there) rather than how they should appear. 
Chp. 9 
Chp. 1,2,5 
Narrative 3 
Narrative 2  Chp. 16 
Poems 
Chp. 15 
Chp.7 
Narrative 1 
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Given that “Gangdisi de youhuo” is clearly made up of separate narratives 
operating on different narrative levels, the fact that some of these narratives 
are ‘interwoven’ into each other performs two functions within the text: not 
only does it foreground the boundaries between these narratives by breaking 
an expected logical sequencing, it conversely also creates continuity between 
elements of the text that would otherwise have been considered separate.  
For example, the continuity which runs through the first three chapters of the 
text (whereby, from looking at the first few sentences of these chapters alone, 
there is no way of telling that these are three separate narratives) is facilitated 
by the fact that they are interwoven and therefore juxtaposed against each 
other. This continuity actually strengthens the idea that the separate elements 
of the narrative belong together within a logical framework. Furthermore it also 
masks the ambiguity within the narrative structure of the text’s separate 
elements in which the identity of the text’s narrative focalizer is frequently 
either unknown or ambiguous. In strengthening the bonds between the 
separate narratives, the text’s interwoven narrative structure does not 
fragment and compromise the narrative per se: although some aspects of the 
text are compromised, others are actually strengthened and legitimised 
through this structure. 
“Gangdisi de youhuo”’s complex narrative hierarchy and ambiguous narrative 
focalization therefore creates opposing forces within the text whereby certain 
elements of the text are legitimised through its structure whilst others are 
problematised. Furthermore, the relationships between individual elements of 
the narrative vary greatly with some elements complimenting and augmenting 
each other, and others contradicting and destabilising each other. Within the 
narrative structure I have identified there are three main narrative elements 
along with several other narratives and ‘narrator’s’ chapters. Unlike “Xugou” 
which has a much clearer narrative structure whereby an author controls a 
hypodiegetic text, “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s structure is significantly more 
complicated: the text contains numerous author figures and the narrative 
focalization is ambiguous throughout many chapters (unlike “Xugou” in which 
at most only one chapter is potentially unclear in terms of focalization). This in 
itself represents one of the biggest challenges in analysing the text: “Gangdisi 
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de youhuo” seems to be a text of many voices, of refracted focalization with 
no ‘author’ controlling and mediating the text.  
Each narrative contains some form of tension through the establishment of a 
form of dualistic logic: narrative one is the text’s legitimate hunting story that is 
structured within an illegitimate narrative structure; narrative two is the text’s 
failed epistemological quest which is imbued with the tension that occurs 
when voyeuristic desire is rejected by those being observed; and finally 
narrative three is the text’s tragic, magic realist narrative which is 
problematised by its supposed author (Lu Gao) and through its straddling of 
narrative levels; within chapters 2 and 5, the ‘old author’ presents a dichotomy 
between myth and fact and between the cultural frameworks of Tibet and 
China, however this act of cultural criticism is denounced by the text’s ‘author’; 
and finally some of the remaining chapters explain and mediate these 
narrative elements, whilst others confuse and contradict them. 
Overwhelmingly, “Gangdisi de youhuo” is a pluralistic text of many ‘voices’ 
that appears to lack a central authority figure to guide and contextualise the 
disparate narratives. From looking at the text’s overall narrative structure it is 
clear that there is a distinct hierarchy in which certain narratives fall below 
other narratives on different levels and as such there is a hierarchy in place 
for understanding the power dynamics which exist between the different 
elements of the text. Therefore you would expect that like “Xugou” for 
example there would be a relatively clear dynamic between the ‘text’ and its 
‘author’. However, as has been mentioned above, the presence of numerous 
author figures and the interwoven narrative structure obscures the hierarchy 
of the text. When the ‘author’ intrudes into the old author’s narrative in chapter 
5 for example, it is not clear who this author figure is. Likewise where an 
‘author’ figure re-appears within the text later (in chapter 15) this narrative 
focalizer is stated as being Lu Gao within the text, which means that a 
character from the bottom of the narrative hierarchy is now somehow 
operating as the text’s ‘author’ figure at the top of this structure.  
The text’s narrative focalization therefore is the most unstable and 
contradictory element of the narrative, and in many parts of the narrative it is 
simply not possible to conclusively decipher exactly who is ‘speaking’ within 
the text and likewise who is assuming the role of ‘author’. Not only is this 
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element of the structure ambiguous, but it is also full of contradictions and 
logical impossibilities (the identity of the focalization of chapter 1 being a good 
example). The text therefore uses indeterminate narrative focalizers and 
numerous ‘author’ figures to problematise the relationships between the 
separate elements of the text’s narrative which are interwoven together 
through the text’s non-linear chapter sequencing.  
“Gangdisi de youhuo”’s apparent lack of a central figure of authority means 
that the various ‘author’ and ‘reader’ figures not only function as a vehicle for 
the text’s self-reflexivity, but are also used to create power dynamics within 
the text (between the creator and his or her creation). These power dynamics 
however are themselves contradicted or problematised within the text. 
Reading “Gangdisi de youhuo” therefore is not the process of establishing a 
set monologic, but of creating polar oppositions and dichotomies. In the old 
author’s chapters for example, myth is presented as the antidote to the 
reductive qualities of ‘logic’ and ‘reason’ however this belief is at the same 
time refuted precisely on the same basis; in narrative two the explorers are 
both ‘allured’ and rejected by the Gangdisê mountains; and narrative three is 
turned from being a mythologised, irrealist narrative into a tragic one through 
a detached narrator who at times is uncomfortable with the illogical nature of 
the narrative.  
All of these dichotomies, tensions, and contradictions are foreshadowed by 
the text’s opening quotation which not only foregrounds the text’s self-
reflexivity but also functions as a ‘release valve’ for this tension: 
 
 “no one can make you believe a hunting story”351 
 
Whilst “Gangdisi de youhuo” presents a series of polar oppositions (i.e. the 
dichotomy between myth/fact, material wealth/spiritual wealth, Yao Liang/Lu 
Gao, Dhonyo/Dhondup, China/Tibet), at the heart of the text lies a constant 
paradox which is signposted by the opening quotation; If, as the opening 
quotation suggests, “no one can make you believe a hunting story”, then 
paradoxically, when read self-reflexively the statement “no one can make you 
																																																								
351 Xugou p.1 
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believe a hunting story” then can equally be understood as saying “no one 
can make you believe that no one can make you believe a hunting story” and 
therefore “no one can make you believe that no one can make you believe 
that no one can make you believe a hunting story”….. As such we do not have 
to make a choice between whether we believe in myth or fact, Yao Liang or 
Lu Gao, the author or the text, because ultimately they are all created and 
destroyed through the same narrative process. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 
 
The primary aim of my thesis was to address the shortcomings of the current 
scholarship on Ma Yuan which has tended to engage in generic identification 
based upon the author’s entire body of work rather than attempt to analyse 
individual texts. My thesis identifies the self-reflexive elements of two specific 
works of metafiction and analyses how the texts can be interpreted through 
their self-reflexivity. In completing my analysis of “Xugou” and “Gangdisi de 
youhuo”, various conclusions can be made about not only these texts, but 
also about certain functions of (and misunderstandings about) metafictional 
texts in general. 
 
i) Untangling the ‘author’, ‘reader’ and ‘text’ from the text. 
 
Both “Xugou” and “Gangdisi de youhuo” employ a typical metafictional 
technique whereby the texts include thematised ‘authors’ and ‘readers’ which 
facilitate the presence of the ‘text’ within the text. When approaching this self-
reflexive dynamic many critics have drawn conclusions about such texts 
based on some serious narratological misunderstandings. The root cause of 
these mistakes inevitably revolved around confusion about the roles of the 
narrator and narratee within the text. In essence, regardless of whether we 
encounter situations as in “Xugou” where the text’s narrator assumes the 
name of the text’s real author and furnishes the narrative with biographical 
details about the real author, in fact the real author (as an identifiable 
narratological construct) can never exist within the text and neither can the 
real reader or even the ‘text’ within the text for that matter. Whenever an 
‘author’ figure appears within a text this author figure can only ever be the 
text’s narrator. Therefore any statements referring to ‘authorial presence’ 
within metafictions are inherently confusing and often based on 
misunderstandings. The author is never in the text in the way that is often 
being suggested; the text can only perform representations at the stage in 
which a narrator addresses a narratee. The fictional text only performs acts of 
representation: the text can represent an ‘author’ figure ‘discussing’ his text in 
an overtly fictional manner, but the real author can never ‘enter into’ the text. 
[214] 
	
Fictionality therefore becomes a complicated concept; whilst an omniscient 
narrator can covertly operate in highly unrealistic ways (the powers that are 
afforded to omniscient narrators are at times so strong that it is almost hard to 
believe that narrative omniscience itself is not considered overtly fictional), 
metafictional author/narrators often operate in significantly more ‘believable’ 
ways in that they do not claim to have complete knowledge and omniscience 
over the represented world but instead engage in a relationship with their 
‘text’. Overt fictionality therefore becomes a shifting concept which is 
inherently linked to naturalised narrative conventions, not merely wherever an 
‘author’ appears within a text. 
 
ii) Metafictions and the suspension of disbelief 
 
Following on from the roles of ‘authors’, ‘readers’ and ‘texts’ within 
metafictional texts, the overt fictionality that these elements create has led 
many critics to conclude that whilst the represented worlds of realist texts 
invite the reader’s suspension of disbelief, metafictions do away with the 
suspension of disbelief entirely. Many of the early negative responses to 
metafictions came about from the conclusion that metafictions somehow 
break the suspension of disbelief and in doing so deflate any of the power that 
the narrative may have had to represent and to create meaning. The reality 
however is that this is overwhelmingly not the case, and ironically, this 
conclusion can only come about through a suspension of disbelief; the key 
difference here however is that within metafictions the suspension of disbelief 
has shifted. Whereas in a realist omniscient narrator structure the reader is 
expected to suspend their disbelief in the represented world whilst essentially 
allowing the text’s narrator to operate covertly to facilitate the building of the 
verisimilitude of the narrative, within metafictions the reader is not expected to 
‘believe in’ the represented world but is expected to believe in the text’s 
narrator. The suspension of disbelief therefore has shifted away from ‘that 
which is being narrated’ onto ‘that which is narrating’. In many cases, it is only 
through a shift in the suspension of disbelief that readers can interpret 
metafictions as being overtly fictional, as is the case when a metafiction 
includes an author figure whose presence is supposedly breaking the 
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verisimilitude of the text. The belief that this narrator figure can actually act as 
an author figure within the text is the fundamental suspension of disbelief that 
facilitates the text’s self-reflexivity.  
Metafictions therefore do not break or disregard the suspension of disbelief 
but actually shift it onto a different part of the text. Whereas the structure of 
realist novels is such that it maximises the verisimilitude of the represented 
world, what many readers may not instantly pick up on is that although the 
verisimilitude of represented worlds within metafictions seems to diminish, this 
is actually facilitated through an extremely heightened verisimilitude of the 
narrator of this world. Ironically therefore metafictions require a certain degree 
of verisimilitude to be able to declare their own fictionality (to break 
verisimilitude). Fictionality, and verisimilitude therefore are both functions of 
the same narrative process. In many ways an omniscient narrator actually 
lacks any degree of credibility or verisimilitude as the reader cannot 
realistically understand an omniscient entity that has access to knowledge of 
the past, present and future and even to the internal thoughts and emotions of 
the characters within the represented world as being realistic or real in any 
way. Conversely, metafictional narrators actually have high levels of 
verisimilitude in that the reader is often given extensive details about the text’s 
narrator and therefore how the narrative is being represented. The irony is 
that in comparing metafictions and realist texts (with omniscient narrators) in 
this way, it seems that ‘believable’ narrators create overtly fictional texts, 
whilst unrealistic and unbelievable narrators create represented worlds with 
high degrees of verisimilitude. 
 
iii) Metafictional texts, ‘realist’ readers 
 
As I have highlighted above, omniscient narration should in many ways be 
considered the least realistic and therefore most overtly fictional way possible 
to structure a fictional narrative, and conversely it can be argued that 
metafictions establish a much more realistic framework for the narrative 
process to take place. The key difference though between these two narrative 
forms is that one has been conventionalised and normalised by readers as a 
standard and ‘neutral’ structure for the narrative process whilst the other 
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destabilises and problematises the interpretive patterns of readers. Brian 
McHale’s analysis of postmodern texts makes numerous references to the 
ways in which postmodern texts destabilise and disrupt normalised narrative 
patterns. McHale’s ‘paranoid reader’ who engages with texts’ ‘cognitive 
heroes’ on ‘epistemological quests’, is a reader that has become 
preconditioned to search for causality, interconnectivity, symbolism, and 
ultimately resolution within the text. Part of the challenging aspect of 
metafictions is the fact that they seem to disrupt the expectations of readers: 
looking back at the early criticism of Ma Yuan’s self-reflexive works for 
example, numerous critics were left frustrated and unsatisfied by their lack of 
plot, character development and causality, and ultimately by the ‘narrative 
traps’ they created. In many ways however, readers were not so much 
trapped by the texts as they were trapped by their own readings.  
The fact that metafictions often subvert a normalised narrative logic led many 
critics to conclude that the texts are essentially malfunctioning in not being 
able to be interpreted using the established norms of realist texts. The reality 
though is that although the narrative structures of metafictions are such that 
realist interpretations are not possible, or are at the very least problematic, 
this does not mean however that no interpretations at all are possible and 
therefore that the texts are meaningless. Conversely, the disrupted reading 
process that precludes any concrete and didactic interpretation of the text’s 
represented world does not mean that an alternate reading style is necessary: 
in many ways, the ‘wrong’ reading of metafictions is the ‘right’ way, or at least 
the only realistic way to read them. The difference however, is that although 
metafictions cannot unproblematically be read on the level of narratee (we 
cannot simply say for example that the represented world within the text is an 
allegory considering the overt fictionality of this representation) this is initially 
the correct interpretation to make: the extra element that is lacking however is 
that the interpretations of metafictions’ represented worlds must also be 
coupled with an interpretation of their ‘authors’, ‘readers’ and the ‘texts’ in 
which they operate.  
Metafictions therefore have to be interpreted as representations of 
communicative acts between narrator and narratee. Whilst readings of realist 
texts often only interpret the text on the level of narratee (or the represented 
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world created by the narrative focalizer) metafictions are such that the reader 
must interpret what is being represented and also that which is representing 
and to whom (the narrator and naratee). Therefore the analysis of a work of 
metafiction is an analysis of what it is representing and the vehicles through 
which it is creating this representation because fundamentally, metafictions 
are not just covertly represented worlds, but are representations of 
represented worlds being represented. 
 
iv) Metafiction: genre, trend or form of reading? 
 
The concept of metafiction has essentially been understood in three different 
ways: as a genre, a tendency inherently present in all fictional narrative, and a 
form of reading. Whilst these three different approaches are not necessarily in 
opposition to each other, and it is certainly not the case that metafictional 
theorists are suggesting that a reader must choose one of the three, 
nevertheless there is still some hesitancy surrounding how to approach 
metafictions. In particular, these three different approaches to metafiction can 
often seem to undermine each other and problematise the interpretations of 
self-reflexive texts: a fundamental question that readers may ask is if 
metafictions are fictions that are self-reflexive, and if self-reflexivity can be 
argued to be a tendency inherent in all fictions, then does this not mean that 
all fictions are metafictions and in that case metafiction as a genre does not 
exist? Within this perfectly legitimate line of enquiry, the concept of metafiction 
seems to vanish and essentially be destroyed by its own theory.  
The way out of this logical impasse however is essentially to not interpret 
these three theories as being mutually exclusive. In fact I believe the opposite 
is true in that the three ways of understanding metafiction are symbiotic and 
mutually reliant upon each other: metafiction as a ‘genre’ can only exist if 
metafictions have particular qualities that identify them as ‘metafictions’. As a 
part of this process, metafictions are inherently reliant upon naturalised 
narrative conventions so that the reader is somehow aware that metafictions 
function in a different way. In turn, this difference, which defines what is and 
what is not a metafiction, is literary self-reflexivity. The genre, reading 
response, and literary trend therefore, are entirely reliant upon each other. 
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This understanding has several implications for the interpretation of 
metafiction: firstly, metafictions should not just be analysed as a genre which 
has a set range of commonalities and common readings. Identifying a text as 
a metafiction does not mean that the text has been ‘solved’, as is often the 
case with critical approach to Ma Yuan’s works of metafiction. Secondly, 
metafiction (as the ‘meta-’ prefix modifying ‘fiction’ implies) needs to be 
understood in relation to the naturalised narrative conventions of ‘standard’ 
fiction that it is destabilising, problematising and parodying. In particular, 
understanding normalised literary conventions and the naturalised reading 
responses which accompany them (such as, for example, McHale’s ‘paranoid 
readers’) is often an essential step in interpreting metafiction. Finally, whilst 
literary self-reflexivity can be argued to exist within all fiction, the concept of 
‘overt’ fictionality, which is often used to identify the particular form of self-
reflexivity unique to metafictions, is also inherently linked to naturalised 
literary conventions. In this sense, the problematic nature of differentiating 
between ‘overt’ and ‘covert’ self-reflexivity can be avoided by understanding 
self-reflexivity not as a concept which has fixed and permanent parameters, 
but rather, as a concept which is inherently fluid and needing to be redefined 
according to permanently shifting naturalised narrative conventions.  
 
v) Ma Yuan as metafictionist: the arguments against generic 
identification 
 
Following on from the ‘three theories' above, within a Chinese context there is 
ample evidence to demonstrate that there has been too much reliance on the 
metafiction ‘as genre’ approach which is partly explainable by the propensity 
of Chinese critics to identify specific ‘schools’ (派 pai) of literature as a 
strategy to explain certain authors’ works in a literary historical context. The 
idea of metafiction as genre fits into this pattern very conveniently, however 
this, along with a select few dominant theories which have dissuaded in-depth 
analysis of the author’s works (in particular of course, the ‘narrative trap’), has 
overwhelmingly resulted in a body of scholarship on the author which is 
primarily engaged in generic identification rather than individual text-based 
[219] 
	
literary analysis. The assumption of this approach is that if a framework 
surrounding a genre of fiction is put in place which can broadly interpret 
specific types of text, then all that is left for the critic is to comprehensively 
argue for the categorisation of a particular author within a particular theory. 
However there are numerous problems with this approach, the most obvious 
being that this often requires critics to select elements of an author’s entire 
body of work which satisfy the criteria of a specific genre. The result of this is 
that a great number of articles on Ma Yuan base their analysis of the author’s 
entire body of literary output through selecting individual sections from 
disparate texts in order to argue that the author wrote in a consistent narrative 
style in a sustained effort to produce ‘metafictions’. This I believe is a direct 
consequence of the over emphasis of political readings of fiction within 
Chinese literary analysis. The relative lack of detailed textual analysis of Ma 
Yuan’s works can be partly explained by the fact that such a level of analysis 
is considered secondary to formulating an overview of the author’s entire 
output to uncover particular ‘themes’ or ‘deeper meanings’ which can 
coordinate with the overarching socio-political motivations which the author 
was supposedly following. In this sense it is understandable that critics seems 
to hold back after Ma Yuan is identified as a metafiction writer as metafiction 
is merely seen as the particular form of ‘avant-garde’ fiction that Ma Yuan was 
writing. Metafiction therefore, is not seen as a complex literary device or 
feature, but rather a manifestation of a particular literary movement which 
according to many Chinese literary histories had a specific cultural and 
political impetus. Not only does this potentially give a distorted view of an 
author’s entire literary output, but rather than being the end point of analysis, 
identifying instances of self-reflexivity should be a starting point from which to 
use metafiction theory to analyse specific texts rather than abandon it in 
favour of the concept of ‘avant-gardism’ or ‘experimentalism’. 
An understanding of how the ‘three theories’ merge into a holistic approach to 
literary self-reflexivity therefore is not just a strategy towards resolving some 
of the tension within metafiction theory, but is also a necessary step to be 
taken when analysing specific works of metafiction. The three theories 
approach avoids generic identification through an awareness of the fact that 
metafiction is not just a genre, and likewise an awareness of self-reflexivity as 
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a tendency and as a form of reading can alert the critic to the fact that the 
process through which metafictions become ‘overtly’ fictional is a function of 
intertextuality, conventionalised narrative structures and of normalised reading 
patterns. 
 
vi) Interpreting “Xugou” 
 
Of all of Ma Yuan’s works, “Xugou” is perhaps the easiest text to identify as a 
work of metafiction. The presence of ‘Ma Yuan’ within the text, the overt 
declarations of fictionality, the elliptical structure of a ‘writer’ and his ‘text’, and 
even the text’s opening quotation and title are all obvious signposts of literary 
self-reflexivity.  “Xugou” is a text about an author and his text, how this text 
has come about and its effect on the ‘real’ life of its author. The suspension of 
belief shifts away from the hypo-diegetic level of the represented world (which 
in “Xugou” can be understood as the ‘text’ within the text) and onto the 
‘author’ figure within the primary diegetic level so that the reader is not 
encouraged to believe in the ‘text’ but in the ‘author’ of the text within the text. 
This core ‘text’ within the text is a ‘carnivalistic’ (due to its often graphic 
depictions of disease, disturbing sexual acts and violence) ‘epistemological 
quest’ carried out by an unreliable narrator as ‘cognitive hero’, or more 
traditionally, as protagonist within an unknown and potentially hostile 
environment. The first person narrator’s engagement in the intriguing and 
dangerous environment of a Tibetan leper colony facilitates an 
epistemological quest in triptych in that it focuses on the cognitive hero’s 
engagements with three main characters within the text. Before attempting to 
interpret the epistemological quest within the main ‘text’ within the text, the 
reader must first accommodate the fact that not only are we presented with a 
represented world, but also the ‘author’ figure who is controlling and mediating 
this world. The presence of the ‘author’ and the ‘reader’ facilitates the 
existence of this ‘text’ within the text. The implied power dynamic that this 
narrative structure establishes (whereby the ‘author’ controls his ‘text’ whilst 
openly addressing the ‘reader’) is a function of the shift in the suspension of 
disbelief; far from destroying the possibility of reading “Xugou” as if it were a 
realist text, the suspension of disbelief is now placed on the text’s ‘author’ 
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figure so that the reader is now believing not the ‘text’ itself, but the creator of 
this text. The natural state of affairs therefore is that Ma Yuan is present within 
“Xugou”, openly and directly discussing his ‘text’ with his reader, bypassing 
the traditional omniscient narrative structures which render the author covert. 
However this is of course a narratological impossibility and reading the text in 
this way is impossible as neither the ‘author’, ‘reader’ or for that matter the 
‘text’ can ever exist within the narrative as it is being understood here.  
The kinds of readings which lead many Chinese critics to claim that Ma Yuan 
‘the author’ was directly revealed in the text are, in effect, narratological 
impossibilities. If the ‘author’, ‘reader’ and ‘text’ do not exist within the text 
therefore, then what does? In many ways this problem is signposted by the 
text’s opening quotation in that the warning against narrative’s deceptive 
qualities is itself an act of narrative deception. It is logical therefore that 
readers may initially feel that they have been led down a logical blind alley, 
that they have been deceived or even ‘trapped’ by the narrative and therefore 
it does seem logical to conclude that the text itself is a ‘narrative trap’. 
However the interpretive ‘culs-de-sacs’ which the reader is lead down are 
actually created by the fact that the reader’s realist reading expectations are 
no longer compatible with the text; in this sense, it can equally be argued that 
the text is not a trap but the reader is actually trapping him or herself through 
reading the text in the wrong way. This does not mean however that a new 
form of metafictional reading should be enforced before the text can be 
interpreted. In fact, these logical dead-ends are not to be avoided as such but 
are essential parts of the text so that in a way, the ‘wrong’ reading is actually 
the ‘right’ reading. The text is supposed to ‘feel’ like a trap, but that doesn’t 
mean it is itself a trap any more than any other fictional narrative, as it 
operates in essentially the same way except that within “Xugou” the 
suspension of disbelief has shifted. So not only does “Xugou” present a 
seemingly evasive and impenetrable text created by an unreliable and self-
sabotaging author, it also does so whilst destabilising each element of the 
text’s structure. The opening quotation demonstrates that meaning cannot be 
transmitted through fictional narrative without some form of deception and 
indeed this point is demonstrated through an act of deception itself. There is 
therefore no stable, omniscient entity within “Xugou” that can be relied on to 
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mediate and resolve the narrative. This, I believe, is one of “Xugou”’s great 
successes as a work of metafiction: There is sufficient evidence within the text 
to distrust each narrative level and each narrative focalizer and the text’s 
fictionality therefore spreads throughout the entire text. Even when the 
narrative process seems to attempt to tell the truth about the deceptive 
qualities of narrative, it does so through an act of deception. 
Referring back to the core ‘text’ within the text in “Xugou” therefore, there are 
numerous avenues of interpretation available to the reader: Leprosy and the 
leper colony could be interpreted as an allegory suggesting that the actual 
‘disease’ being described is cultural, linguistic or a question of identity; the 
male protagonist within the text could be a deconstruction of an absurd form 
of masculinity which seeks sexual and epistemological conquest even in 
unknown and dangerous environments; placing the narrative within a leper 
colony may merely be a way of creating an environment which is sufficiently 
divorced from normal social conventions to allow the grotesque and 
carnivalistic to be explored from a safe distance. However, no single one of 
these interpretations ‘resolves’ the text as the text’s fictionality is constantly 
pushing the reader upwards in search of a stable, higher narrative level: if the 
‘text’ within the text is not ‘real’ then maybe the ‘author’ is? If the ‘author’ is not 
real either then maybe the ‘real’ author can be found in the opening quotation, 
or the text’s title? Eventually though, the intertextuality of the text’s opening 
quotation forces the reader out of the text entirely in search of another text 
which ultimately does not exist.  
“Xugou” is an excellent work of metafiction and running throughout the text is 
a core understanding of literary self-reflexivity which, if at all possible, 
represents the interpretive fulcrum of the entire text. This understanding is 
that any meaning derived from the fictional narrative process must take into 
account both what is being represented, and how this is being represented: 
Narrative omniscience is a construct in the same way that unreliable narrative 
or even self-reflexivity is also a construct, as ultimately all are derived from the 
same narrative process. In this sense metafictions are no different from realist 
texts as the process through which they shift the suspension of disbelief will 
demonstrate. The overt fictionality of metafictions, however, does not render 
self-reflexive texts meaningless or impossible to interpret, for in many ways no 
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fictional narrative can be unproblematically believed or for that matter 
disbelieved. In any case, meaning is not a function of ‘belief’, but as narrative 
is a fundamental and inseparable component of the construction of meaning 
then overtly fictional texts do not have to be ‘believed in’ for them to mean 
anything. 
 
vii) Interpreting “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
 
Whilst “Xugou” forces the reader to search for the ‘text’, the ‘author’ and the 
‘reader’ within the text, and then finally pushes the reader out of the text 
entirely, “Gangdisi de youhuo” presents a ‘kaleidoscopic’ and ‘fragmented’ 
narrative where multiple authors and separate narratives are intertwined in a 
seemingly unmediated narrative structure so that the reader has to excavate 
and piece together the text in order to make any sense of it. “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” ‘feels’ like a text of many voices and the ‘kaleidoscopic’ nature of the 
narrative is derived from the fact that first, the text’s narrator and narratee are 
constantly changing, and second when they do change it is framed in such a 
way as to not give the reader sufficient information to normalise these 
changes. Indeed, in many cases the identities of either the narrator and 
narratee (or even both) are either ambiguous or are contradicted by other 
parts of the text, meaning that their identities are sometimes impossible to 
resolve. As such, the reader is left disorientated and unable to settle on a 
stable narrative structure within the text. This in itself is a highly significant 
aspect of the narrative process as sometimes the unknown quantity of 
fictional narrative is not ‘what is being said’ but ‘who is saying it’ and ‘to 
whom’? “Gangdisi de youhuo” problematises the narrative process by 
destabilising these two key elements: the narrator (the creator of the narrative 
and its intended meaning) and the narratee (the recipient of this meaning). 
The fact that this results in a ‘fragmented’ and seemingly impenetrable 
narrative however is indeed highly significant. Within the naturalised 
conventions of omniscient narration for example, the narrator figure is 
frequently ambiguous and moreover performs highly unrealistic acts of 
omniscience in being able to know all and see all in terms of the represented 
world. The narrators in “Gangdisi de youhuo” are not omniscient (across the 
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whole text at least) and are often identifiable ‘characters’ from within other 
parts of the narrative. In this sense they should operate in a less problematic 
manner in that the text’s narrators can be identified as characters about whom 
we are given a certain amount of information to be able to judge their 
reliability as narrators. The opposite however seems to be the case, as whilst 
omniscient narration (rightly or wrongly) is considered as a naturalised and 
neutral narrative style, the less omniscient a narrator the more a reader needs 
to be made aware of its identity to be able to know how to interpret the text it 
is focalising. “Gangdise de youhuo” therefore foregrounds the power that 
naturalised narrative conventions have (in their ability to be normalised and 
read unproblematically) and also the fact that there is no such thing as a 
neutral and unproblematic narrator within the fictionalised narrative process. 
Alongside this destabilised narrator and narratee dynamic, “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” contains numerous ‘author’ figures who display varying degrees of 
control over the text: Yao Liang and Lu Gao are the ‘authors’ of the text’s two 
poems, Lu Gao is possibly the ‘author’ of narrative three, the old author acts 
as narrative focalizer in some sections of the text, and another ‘author’ figure 
intervenes into these parts of the narrative to apologise for the shortcomings 
in the old author’s narrative. Authorship therefore becomes a vehicle through 
which control is asserted over the narrative process and by having numerous 
author-text relationships throughout the text, it is less possible that any one 
narrator figure within the text can act as a higher controlling omniscient 
narrator figure which can impart onto the reader the thoughts and opinions of 
the ‘real author’. 
As such, “Gangdisi de youhuo” makes it difficult for the reader to read the 
text’s represented world without simultaneously questioning how it is being 
represented. Whereas “Xugou” foregrounds the fictionality of the narrative 
process (which forces the reader to search ‘upwards’ for a more stable 
narrative presence), “Gangdisi de youhuo” foregrounds the subjectivity of this 
narrative process. Any meaning created through fictional narrative is a 
product of an act of ‘communication’ between the creator and the recipient of 
the narrative, and as such narrative does not simply ‘exist’ in a neutral and 
unfiltered form. As with “Xugou”, “Gangdisi de youhuo” can be interpreted in a 
range of different ways: the text may be suggesting that the concept of myth 
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may actually be a viable, and at times more meaningful way of understanding 
existence as it is so reliant upon the fictional narrative process; the thwarted 
expedition to view the sky burial could be interpreted as a strong rebuttal of 
cultural voyeurism and in particular the Han Chinese colonial gaze on Tibetan 
cultural practice; Qiongbu’s narrative could be interpreted in terms of literary 
subjectivity and postcolonialism with regards to the exoticised non-Chinese 
‘other’ being unable to narrate for themselves given that they fall outside of 
language and the inherent power structures that it represents. Again like 
“Xuguo” however, no single interpretation can solve the text and in many 
ways all of these readings are both valid and invalid to equal degrees. The 
extent to which any one of these readings can be considered as the ‘true’ 
reading of the text is a function of the extent to which the various narrators 
and ‘authors’ in the text can be believed in, and hence, how much ‘control’ 
they have over the text. The text’s self-reflexivity is such that no one single 
‘voice’ among the many narrator figures who assume control of the narrative 
can rise above the rest to mediate the narrative and impart the true meaning 
of the text unto the reader. Whilst “Xugou” ultimately forces the reader up and 
out of the text through the intertextuality of its opening quotation, within 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” the opening quotation foreshadows the text’s self-
reflexivity by creating an endless metafictional loop: if, as the opening 
quotation states,  “no one can make you believe a hunting story”, then 
paradoxically, when read self-reflexively the statement “no one can make you 
believe a hunting story” then can equally be understood as saying “no one 
can make you believe that no one can make you believe a hunting story” and 
therefore “no one can make you believe that no one can make you believe 
that no one can make you believe a hunting story”… 
This endlessly reflexive metafictional paradox does not render the text 
meaningless, instead it ensures that any meaning that the reader derives from 
the text is a function of both what is being represented in the text and the 
narrative architecture through which it is being represented. Or to put this 
more simply, it is not a case of analysing what is being narrated but what is 
being narrated, by ‘whom’ and to ‘whom’.  
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Appendix A: Before metafiction – precursors to the genre of metafiction 
 
One of the most influential works of metafiction theory since the genre 
became recognised around the 1970s is Patricia Waugh’s Metafiction: The 
theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. What is notable in looking back 
on this relatively early piece of scholarship on metafiction is that metafiction 
has been incredibly hard to define and there has been much debate about its 
merits352. Furthermore the concept of metafiction only came into existence 
after several other theories on literary self-reflexivity had been formulated so 
that what is now known as metafiction passed through other classifications of 
post-modern writing that have since been subsumed by this general term. 
According to Patricia Waugh, metafiction came to incorporate terms such as 
‘the introverted novel’, ‘the anti-novel’, irrealism’, ‘aleatory fiction’, ‘surfiction’, 
the self-begetting novel’, and ‘fabulation’. To a certain extent these terms 
have more or less been absorbed into the term ‘meta-fiction’ and there is a 
good argument for re-assessing these ‘old’ terms in order to break down this 
problematic and sometimes excessively broad term into smaller categories. 
Tracing back to the literary genres that came before metafiction is not a 
regression to an outmoded literary understanding but a way of viewing 
metafiction as a pluralistic term which is effectively the sum of a range of 
seemingly incompatible literary forms.  
The term ‘fabulation’ created by Robert Scholes353 was used to describe a 
group of authors354 who were defined in relation to their destabilising of a 
‘realist’ aesthetic which saw many authors of this genre classed as ‘magical 
realists’. The fantastic, mythical, nightmarish and grotesque nature of these 
texts do not so much ‘reject’ everything that ‘realism’ stands for as offer a 
seemingly uninhibited world in which the author exerts his authority to create 
an experience that forces the reader away from simple moralistic readings of 
																																																								
352 Metafiction has certainly received a great deal of negative reaction from critics 
over the years to the extent that Waugh asks of metafiction “why are they saying 
such awful things about it?” Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of 
self-conscious fiction. London: Methuen, 1984 p.7. 
353 Firstly in 1967 in The Fabulators and then again in more detail in 1979 in 
Fabulation and Metafiction. 
354 Examples of these authors being John Barth and Donald Barthelme. 
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a text that somehow reflects or represents aspects of daily life. If we need to 
define a ‘metafiction’ as being the marriage of a ‘meta’ element to a ‘normal’ 
‘fiction’ element, then the way in which fabulation engages with a realist text is 
to seriously alter the possibilities of standard ‘realist’ readings. In creating 
‘worlds’ that are self-reflexive in their clearly unrealistic, illogical or even 
impossible nature, fabulations do not necessarily reject the logic of realism 
outright but rather represent worlds in which conventional logic becomes 
untenable, thereby bringing into doubt the process of creating any kind of 
stable and logical reality through a text.  Fabulations are metafictions in that 
they represent the overtly and self-consciously unrealistic (and therefore 
plausibly represent implausible worlds), and thereby destabilise the 
conventions of the realist reading experience. Such texts often display many 
features of ‘magic realism’355 whereby the unrealistic and impossible is 
represented in ‘realistic’ ways, so for example, “ostensibly realistically 
portrayed characters suddenly begin to act in fantastic ways”356. ‘Irrealism’ or 
‘aleatory fiction’, on the other hand, is a form of metafiction manifested 
through the questioning of mimesis and the representability of written 
language at its most extreme357. This tendency within metafiction attempts to 
negate any realist possibilities of the text, resulting in language that avoids or 
even actively disables the creation of a represented reality.  
The term “surfiction” was formulated by Raymond Federman in Surfiction: 
fiction now and tomorrow published in 1975 and can be seen as another 
precursor to metafiction. Federman’s concept of ‘surfiction’ shares many 
similarities with metafiction, although Federman’s analysis focuses more on 
overarching concepts or aims of the literary text rather than specific, formal 
characteristics. For Federman, surfiction “exposes the fictionality of reality” in 
																																																								
355 Of the many works that could be described as fabulatory metafiction, Salman 
Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988) is perhaps one of the best examples of the 
crossover with magic realism and The Dead Father by Donald Barthelme (1975) is 
one of example of many texts whose self-reflexivity is displayed through a 
representation of the absurdly unrealistic. 
356 Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. London: 
Methuen, 1984: p.37 
357 Although Samuel Beckett’s works pre-date the rise of post-modernism and 
metafiction as a genre, works such as The Unnameable (1953) and How it is (1961) 
are perhaps the most extreme examples of irrealism and of writing which 
problematises the representability of language. 
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an attempt to question the tradition and conventions of fiction within the fiction 
writing process itself: “Just as the Surrealists called that level of man’s 
experience that functions in the subconscious Surreality, I call that level of 
man’s activity that reveals life as a fiction Surfiction”358. The main impetus 
behind the exposure of the “fictionality of reality” is to expose and refute the 
logic of what was perceived in this context as the narrative conventions of 
‘realism’ (the logic of causality, of chronological order, and of ‘characters’ 
being autonomous beings eliciting moral and social conclusions based on 
their actions) so that as a consequence a surfictional text will be “seemingly 
devoid of any meaning, it will be deliberately illogical, irrational, unrealistic, 
non sequitur, and incoherent”. Federman’s ideal form of fiction then seems to 
be moving towards aleatory fiction or irrealism, texts that are completely 
removed from the ‘traditional’ reading experience. In this way surfiction differs 
from metafiction in that whilst metafiction can destabilise a ‘regular’ fiction, 
surfiction tries to escape the traditional concepts of fiction, or as Waugh states 
in discussing surfiction:  
 
“telling as individual invention, spontaneous fabrication at the expense 
of external reality or literary tradition, is emphasised rather than what 
has been stressed above: metafiction’s continuous involvement in – 
and mediation of – reality through linguistic structures and pre-existent 
texts”359.  
 
In this sense the distinction being suggested here between surfiction and 
metafiction is that whereas metafiction is fiction turning inwards on itself, 
surfiction is fiction attempting to exceed and escape its own conventions and 
established norms. In this sense surfictions can realistically and 
unproblematically portray the unrealistic whilst metafictions can unrealistically 
and problematically portray the realistic: both of these strategies will result in 
an overtly fictional text and although surfiction seems to be ‘escaping’ literary 
																																																								
358 Federman, Raymond. Surfiction: Fiction Now--and Tomorrow. Ohio University 
Press, 1981. p. 7 
359 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.14 
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conventions whilst metafictions seems to be attempting to destabilise them, in 
many ways they can be interpreted very similarly in that their self-reflexivity is 
a product of their non-adherence to the norms of ‘standard’ fiction. Whilst 
surfictions “expose and refute the logic of realism” Federman also concludes 
that the structure of surfictions suggests a recalibrated form of causality within 
fictional narrative which is not subservient to a chronological presentation of 
cause and effect: 
 
“The fictitious discourse, no longer progressing from left to right, top to 
bottom, in a straight line, and along the design of an imposed plot, will 
follow the contours of the writing itself as it takes shape (unpredictable 
shape) within the space of the page. It will circle around itself, create 
new and unexpected movements and figures in the unfolding of the 
narration, repeating itself, projecting itself backward and forward along 
the curves of the writing”360 
 
Essentially, the concept of surfiction is more of a call to arms or manifesto for 
writers to escape literary conventions in whatever form possible and that this 
escape in itself is precisely what Federman believed that literature required in 
order to avoid being suffocated by the rigid codified structures of realism. 
The ‘self-begetting novel’ is a concept created by Stephen Kellman that 
outlines a particular type of self-reflexive literature which takes elements of its 
own creation to be the content of the text itself. As Kellman states, a self-
begetting fiction “is an account, usually first-person, of the development of a 
character to the point at which he is able to take up his pen and compose the 
novel we have just finished reading”361. The self-begetting novel in this way 
has a broader historical range than metafiction and in some ways takes 
Proust and Joyce as its archetype362. Its self-reflexivity (and therefore its 
relevance to metafiction) lies in its dual status as “both process and 
																																																								
360 Federman, Raymond. Surfiction: Fiction Now--and Tomorrow. Ohio University 
Press, 1981: p.11 
361 Kellman, Steven G. The self-begetting novel. Columbia University Press, 1980: 
p.3 
362 This indicates that the self-begetting novel is a pre-postmodern phenomenon, or 
to be more specific was first seen within ‘late-modernist’ works. 
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product”363. The result of this self-reflexive creation story is a form of elliptical 
reading ending at its point of inception:  
 
“A dialectic between naïve, questing hero and his narrator alter ego 
recollecting prior emotion in current tranquillity suggests that the 
reading experience describes not so much a perfect circle as a Möbius 
strip”364.  
 
In this sense the self-begetting novel’s self-reflexivity can be relatively subtle 
as it emphasises the autobiographical nature of fiction, or put in another way, 
the fictionality of experience. That the self-begetting novel can be located in 
modernist works demonstrates the relative subtlety of this particular 
metafictional form, nonetheless as Kellman states “it easily satisfies Robert 
Alter’s365 criterion for self-consciousness”366. 
Whilst they are technically not precursors to metafiction in particular, two other 
concepts which are frequently used in reference to metafictional texts are 
‘avant-garde’ and ‘experimental’ fiction. These two terms are not identifiable 
literary genres or theories as such and their vagueness renders them highly 
problematic to the extent that it is nearly impossible to argue that either can 
exist as a ‘genre’ of literature:  
 
“The middle-man of literature is the one who gives the label 
experimental to what is difficult, strange, provocative, and even 
original. But in fact, true experiments (as in science) never reach, or at 
least should never reach, the printed page.”367  
																																																								
363 Kellman, Steven G. The self-begetting novel. Columbia University Press, 1980: 
p.3. 
364 Kellman, Steven G. The self-begetting novel. Columbia University Press, 1980: 
p.4 
365 This criterion refers to “a consistent effort to convey to us a sense of the fictional 
world as an authorial construct set up against a background of literary tradition and 
convention” Robert Alter Partial Magic: The Novel as a Self-Conscious Genre 
(Berkley: University of California Press, 1975), p.xi. 
366 Kellman, Steven G. The self-begetting novel. Columbia University Press, 1980:  
p.9 
367 Federman, Raymond. Surfiction: Fiction Now--and Tomorrow. Ohio University 
Press, 1981; p.7 
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Federman’s statement above neatly summarises why the term ‘experimental’ 
should not be considered a legitimate ‘genre’ of fiction and likewise the same 
argument applies to the term ‘avant-garde’; the vagueness of both of these 
terms renders them unusable as genres or theories, however they can 
perhaps be seen firstly as ‘provisional’ genres for novels which have not yet 
been given a more specific genre, or secondly they can be interpreted as an 
indication of a particular literary climate in which those novels were 
functioning. ‘Experimental’ and ‘avant-garde’ fiction both suggest that a stable 
concept of fiction was being challenged, experimented with, or somehow 
surpassed. This in itself may represent the point of inception of a new literary 
practice which has not yet been fully accommodated by literary theory, the 
appearance of these genres however may suggest that certain cultural 
conditions may exist which are somehow open to the formulation of new 
literary genres.  
What the breakdown of the above-mentioned sub-genres of metafiction 
highlights is that along the spectrum of metafictional writing there are different 
directions and impulses that can be identified some of which clearly overlap 
with works of late modernism and as such are potentially broader in scope 
than metafiction which overwhelmingly is understood as a post-modern 
literary trend. There is therefore no such thing as a ‘standard’ metafiction368 
and an overview of the forms of writing which have been subsumed by the 
term metafiction demonstrate that self-reflexivity can be expressed in various 
different ways rather than through a specific narrow spectrum of 
characteristics.  
																																																								
368 This is a point which needs to be emphasised especially with regards to meta-
fiction’s relationship to ‘fiction’ (by which we often mean realist fiction). If we should 
accept the plurality of metafictional texts then we need to give some more attention 
to what a standard ‘fiction’ is.  
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Appendix B: Is metafiction a literary genre? 
 
Linda Hutcheon describes metafiction as “fiction about fiction, fiction that 
includes within itself a commentary on its own narrative and/or linguistic 
identity”369. This statement contains two elements: fiction as its own topic 
(which is similar to the above-mentioned self-begetting novel, fiction as writing 
about writers writing) and the introduction of narrative commentary. Whilst the 
first of these is self-explanatory, what is meant by narrative commentary here 
refers to concepts or linguistic motifs that had previously been reserved for 
the language of literary criticism, rather than for within a literary text itself. 
Within a metafiction, literature’s ‘meta-language’370 enters the fiction itself 
creating a linguistic self-reflexivity, using terms that refer not to ‘reality’ itself 
but to fiction and the process of writing. This second concept is very similar to 
Michael Boyd’s analysis of the self-reflexive novel in its emphasis on the 
blurring of the boundaries dividing literature and literary criticism371. The 
author as critic, offering analytical insights into his own text as he is writing it 
seems to be an identifiable trend within metafiction, and the fact that many of 
the early metafiction writers were also literary critics adds to the credibility of 
this claim372. As one of the most important theorists on metafiction, Patricia 
Waugh offers several general summaries of metafiction. Within the opening 
chapter of Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction Waugh 
states:  
 
“Metafiction is a term given to a fictional writing which self-consciously 
and systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order 
to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality. In 
																																																								
369	Hutcheon, Linda. Narcissistic Narrative. The Metafictional Paradox. New York & 
London: Methuen, 1980: p.1 
370 As in for example, referring to ‘plot’, ‘characters’, ‘the narrator’ or literary genres 
within the novel itself. 
371 Boyd even goes as far as stating that “Because they do not seek to tell yet 
another story but to examine the story-telling process itself, reflexive novels must be 
seen as works of literary theory and criticism” Boyd, Michael. The reflexive novel: 
fiction as critique. Bucknell University Press, 1983.p. ix 
372 Although examples of novelists who at one stage in their writing career had also 
published academic works on literature are of course not rare throughout either 
western or Chinese literary history. 
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providing a critique of their own methods of construction, such writings 
not only examine the fundamental structures of narrative fiction, they 
also explore the possible fictionality of the world outside the literary 
fictional text”373.  
 
Again, the idea of criticism entering into the language of literature plays a role 
in Waugh’s definition. There are however some important distinctions to be 
made from this statement. Firstly, the phrase “draws attention to its status as 
artefact” suggests a deliberate choice made by the author to emphasise 
elements that would normally have been concealed. This does not suggest 
that these elements, or as Waugh puts it the text’s “status as artefact”, did not 
exist in realist non-metafictional texts; what is being emphasised however is 
how the text ‘draws attention’ to particular elements of the narrative and 
focuses the reader’s engagement. Similar to Waugh’s definition above is 
Robert Alter’s overview of metafiction:  
 
“A self-conscious novel, briefly, is a novel that systematically flaunts its 
own condition of artifice and that by doing so probes into the 
problematic relationship between real-seeming artifice and reality”374.  
 
Again we see the presentation of a text asserting control over how it is read, 
‘drawing attention’ to and ‘flaunting’ its status. These understandings of 
metafiction impart a strong sense of power and agency to the text and their 
authors. Metafiction when described in these broad terms is understood as a 
deliberate literary act self-consciously carried out by authors able to engage 
with literary critics on an equal footing. The genre of metafiction in its loosest 
sense can be described as fiction that is self-consciously self-reflexive in 
either ‘theme’ or form. Overwhelmingly, the term metafiction, when 
understood as being the name of a genre of writing, refers to a group of 
predominantly American authors from the 1960s and 1970s. Not only were 
																																																								
373	Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984: p.2	
374 Alter, Robert. Partial Magic: the Novel as a Self-Conscious Genre. Berkley: 
University of California Press, 1975. p.x. 
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many of these authors literary theorists, but many (like Scholes, Barth and 
Federman) became influential in establishing the theory of metafiction. 
 Following on from the descriptions of metafiction as a genre above, many 
critics have argued that metafiction cannot be classified as a genre, or they 
have at the very least presented reasons as to why this genre is problematic. 
Central to this argument is the concept of literary self-reflexivity, which having 
been identified within metafictional texts, quickly became traceable in ‘non 
meta-fictions’ from completely different literary eras such as Don Quixote or 
The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman for example. The 
concept of metafiction as genre then quickly becomes problematic, as if it is 
defined through the concept of self-reflexivity, then could it be argued that all 
fictional texts are to varying degrees reflexive? How therefore, can metafiction 
exist if its characteristic feature is ubiquitous to all forms of fiction, even those 
to which it is supposedly acting in opposition? It seems fitting then that 
metafiction theory seems to disappear within itself as soon as it starts to be 
defined as in some ways, the theory reflects some of the characteristics of 
metafictional texts themselves in that it is disorientating, and loops back upon 
itself like the often-mentioned Möbius strip. In an attempt to navigate through 
the difficulties between the concepts of metafiction as genre or as tendency, 
Wenche Ommundsen provides three ‘models’ for metafiction which are: 
metafiction as a genre, metafiction as a tendency inherent in all fiction, and 
metafiction as a form of reading. 
Ommundsen starts her analysis by looking at the problems associated with 
metafiction as a genre. One of the first points to note here is that metafiction 
as a genre is, by its very nature, reliant upon an ‘orthodox’ fiction onto which it 
can attach its ‘meta’ sensibilities. The initial danger then with metafiction as a 
genre is that it presupposes a mainstream fiction and restricts itself into the 
role of ‘sub-genre’. For Ommundsen, “separating metafiction from 
‘mainstream’ novelistic practice seems destined to impoverish both. 
Metafiction becomes a kind of aberration, intriguing and amusing, perhaps, 
but unimportant, and the mainstream novel is denied the important insights 
afforded by a reflexive enquiry: a scrutiny of its status as a linguistic and 
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narrative artefact”375. Not only does this restrict the scope of metafiction, it 
also limits and rigidifies our understanding of ‘standard’ fiction. Given the fact 
that metafiction has been seen as the desire to self-scrutinise and question 
the literary framework in which it operates, treating it as a sub-genre seems to 
leave it in a position of weakness and subservience to that genre. Another key 
problem with the metafiction as genre argument is that the genre can quickly 
get lost within the concept of self-reflexivity. It is hard to argue for example, 
that a certain strand of post-modern fiction produced a new genre of literature 
which is defined by its self-reflexivity when examples of such reflexivity can be 
found in pre-modern texts. For many critics then, metafiction should be 
interpreted through the prism of literary reflexivity rather than as a genre itself, 
as in for example Boyd’s claim that “all novels are at least partially 
reflexive”376, or Waugh’s statement that reflexivity is “a tendency or function 
inherent in all novels”377. In taking the approach that all fiction is metafiction 
(or rather, that analysing metafiction is actually the study of literary self-
reflexivity in its most recent reoccurrence), there is a danger that any analysis 
of a metafictional text will be lost amongst the broader concept of reflexivity. 
The critic can potentially find themselves in a position in which the literary 
genre they are analysing seems to disappear as soon as it is scrutinised. If so 
many theorists are willing to draw conclusions that metafictions are fictions 
defined by their self-reflexivity, but at the same time state that self-reflexivity 
may be inherent in all fictions, then does this not make the concept of 
metafiction unworkable or even redundant? In an attempt to navigate through 
this potential theoretical impasse many critics have brought forward the idea 
that the difference between a metafiction and a ‘standard’ fiction is that a 
metafiction’s reflexive tendencies are ‘overt’ rather than covert. Regardless of 
whether all texts are self-reflexive or not, metafictions are unique in their 
willingness to give prominence to their self-reflexive tendencies, or put 
another way, all fictions may be self-reflexive but metafictions are self-
																																																								
375 Ommundsen, Wenche. Metafictions? Carlton: University of Melbourne Press, 
1993. p. 21	
376 Boyd, Michael. The reflexive novel: fiction as critique. Bucknell University Press, 
1983; p.16 
377 Waugh, Patricia. Metafiction: the theory and practice of self-conscious fiction. 
London: Methuen, 1984; p.5 
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consciously or deliberately self-reflexive. Perhaps a better way of 
understanding the ‘all fictions are metafictions’ argument is that self-reflexive 
readings can be applied to all texts (albeit with varying degrees of success). 
This idea then brings Ommundsen on to the last model of self-reflexivity: 
“metafiction is the product of a certain practice of reading, a particular kind of 
attention brought to bear on the fictional text”378.  According to Ommundsen, 
focusing on the reader in the analysis of metafictions “explains how the 
context of reception will determine which textual features are privileged, which 
intertextual connections explored and which lines of interpretation 
followed”379. This argument leaves room for the possibility that metafiction is 
the product of reader expectations and also the product of a readership that 
has become adequately well versed in literary theory to the extent that they 
would read even realist texts as metafictions. 
These three models are not meant to be delineated so comprehensively that 
one can be chosen over the other; in fact it is impossible to choose any one 
particular standpoint as all three are symbiotically reliant upon each other and 
as such a comprehensive view of metafiction would take into account all 
three. To illustrate this point further, the ‘genre’ of metafiction can only 
realistically exist if there are unique features within a particular text that 
identify it as a metafiction; these features in turn need to be significant enough 
to stand out against the conventionalised narrative structures of realist texts to 
the point where they can be identified as ‘unique’; this process in itself 
requires an awareness on the part of the reader to identify self-reflexivity (and 
therefore be sufficiently aware of the codified language of literature to be able 
to detect this) and therefore the elements of the text which can be used to 
classify it as a metafiction. What this somewhat convoluted explanation 
should demonstrate is that the three ‘theories’ are mutually reliant upon each 
other. The three models identified by Ommundsen therefore are not so much 
set frameworks for analysing metafiction that can be applied individually and 
separately but rather an encouragement towards a more holistic approach to 
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379 Ommundsen, Wenche. Metafictions? Carlton: University of Melbourne Press, 
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metafiction which emphasises the fact that metafiction does not merely 
function as a genre, and that identifying self-reflexivity requires the reader to 
be aware of the naturalised narrative conventions of realist texts.  
Whilst these three elements are mutually dependent upon each other, we still 
need to ascertain at what point a metafictional text comes into being. Many 
critics, in attempting to pin down a clear definition of metafiction, have aimed 
to define the ‘genre’ as a certain type of text in which a meta-sensibility 
becomes sufficiently ‘overt.’ Ommundsen has warned of the dangers of 
merely concentrating on the ‘overt’ as this then leaves the possibility for 
‘covertly’ metafictional texts to exist. Moreover, the implications of a text being 
‘overtly’ metafictional suggests that its self-reflexivity is ‘deliberate’ somehow, 
which also leads to the question can an author ‘accidentally’ or unintentionally 
write a metafiction? In reality though, the extent to which a text is ‘overtly’ self-
reflexive is not a function of deliberateness on the part of the author but a 
reader response, and as such the amalgamation of the three theories 
highlighted above is an essential tool to understanding metafiction. 
Metafictions become ‘overtly’ self-reflexive when a reader can define its self-
reflexive features; this in itself is a complicated and highly unstable process 
whereby a reader’s constantly shifting expectations and awareness of 
naturalised narrative structures and conventions will dictate whether a text 
can be identified as self-reflexive or not. 
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Appendix C: Identifying “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s Narrative Structure 
 
Within “Gangdisi de youhuo” there are several distinctive narrative threads 
that run through the text which are structured in such a way that they often 
intertwine with each other. It is essential to first identify these individual 
components to give an insight into the text’s structure as a whole and also into 
the relationships between these seemingly separate elements of the text. In 
particular, through the identification of specific narrative levels it can be 
argued that there is actually a complicated hierarchy within the text in which 
elements of the narrative function as the hypo-diegesis of other levels within 
the text which in turn act as the primary diegesis. If we were to group together 
the chapters within “Gangdisi de youhuo” that logically fit together as being on 
the same narrative level or possibly from the same narrative focalizer, then it 
can be seen that there are five major levels structured as follows: 
 
1) Chapters 1,2,5 
2) Chapters 3,6,7 
3) Chapters 4,8,10 
4) Chapters 9,15,16 
5) Chapters 11,12,13,14 
 
Within the distinctions made above, these five groups of the sixteen chapters 
share enough continuity between them (in terms of their content rather than 
narrative structure) to be identified as separate elements of the text. With 
some of these groupings such as numbers 2 and 3 for example, it is clear 
from the subject of the narrative that these chapters have a distinct logical and 
temporal continuity running between them which when pieced together 
completes two distinct pieces of narrative. In other groupings that I have 
suggested above however, some of the chapters share an uncertain 
connection with each other. In particular, Chapters 1, 2 and 5 have a 
potentially debatable connection to each other. It could, for example, be 
argued that there should in fact be six separate narratives within the text as 
follows:  
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1) Chapter 1 
2) Chapters 2,5 
3) Chapters 3,6,7 
4) Chapters 4,8,10 
5) Chapters 9,15,16 
6) Chapters 11,12,13,14 
 
In essence, from an initial surface examination of “Gangdisi de youhuo” it can 
be seen that some chapters can clearly be grouped together whereas other 
chapters are compatible to a greater or lesser extent with more than one other 
group of chapters.  
The intertwined narrative structure of the text is only one aspect of “Gangdisi 
de youhuo” which disorientates the reader. One of the largest factors in 
problematising a linear reading process (one ‘story’ ends, another begins) 
within the text is the strong ambiguity of the narrative focalization and 
narrative addressee of each chapter. To demonstrate this, take for example 
the opening sentences of each of the first three chapters of the text: 
 
Chapter 1: “我知道这么晚来找你你要骂我,要骂你就骂吧。” 
“I know that you’ll curse me for coming this late, so be it” 
Chapter 2: “这是穷布。穷布不会说汉话,而你们不会说藏话。” 
“This is Qiongbu. Qiongbu can’t speak Chinese and you can’t speak Tibetan.” 
Chapter 3: “你就生在那山里。” 
“You were born on the mountain.” 
 
As each new chapter begins, it seems as if the narrative focalization is highly 
consistent throughout in that an “I” is addressing a “you” figure through first 
person narration. This continuity though is highly misleading as the narrative 
focalizer (“I”) and addressee (“you”) shifts with each chapter resulting in a 
highly disorientating experience for the reader. The process of grouping 
together the separate components of “Gangdisi de youhuo” is therefore a 
complex two-stage process: placing together the separate chapters that 
causally fit together, and separating the chapters that seem to fit together but 
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actually do not because there has been an undetected change in narrative 
focalization. 
In an attempt to navigate this issue in order to ascertain the most likely link 
between the individual components of the narrative I will first look at the more 
clearly interrelated chapters before moving on to the more ambiguous 
chapters. In doing so I will identify the nature of “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s 
narrative structure, its distinctive narrative threads and, where possible, 
identify the narrative focalizers for each of these components. 
 
Narrative 3 – Chapters 3,6 and 7 
 
According to Batt’s translation of “Gangdisi de youhuo”, the text is broken 
down into three distinct headings; “Stalking a bear”, “ To watch a sky burial”, 
and “The adventurer and the conserver”380. Within the original text of 
“Gangdisi de youhuo” these elements are not given any convenient chapter 
subheadings or any other framing device to alert the reader to this structure, 
however it can be suggested that these are the three main narrative threads 
within the text which comprise the following chapters (using Batt’s 
subheadings): 
 
Chapters 3,6,7 (“Stalking a bear”) 
Chapters 4,8,10 (“To watch a sky burial”) 
Chapters 11,12,13,14 (the adventurer and the conserver”) 
 
The first of these narratives, comprising chapters 3,6 and 7 (Narrative 3 
according to my proposed structure above and “Stalking a bear” according to 
Batt”) is one of the more easily identifiable narrative threads within the text. 
Narrative 3 revolves around the story of the hunter Qiongbu’s quest to track 
down a bear within the Gangdisê mountains. Though the narrative focalizer 
																																																								
380 Whilst in the original text the chapters are simply numbered, within Batt’s 
translation these three specific headings are given to demarcate the different 
narrative threads; to enable this however, the intertwined non-linear chapter 
sequence has been completely reordered and furthermore, significant sections of 
text which don’t logically fit into any one of the three main narratives (and even an 
entire chapter) have been omitted. 
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for this element of the text is unclear, in these chapters other elements of the 
text are easier to decipher. This section of the narrative appears to be 
narrated with the same structure as chapters 1 and 2 within an internal 
focalizer narrating to a second person ‘you’ addressee, however in these 
chapters the ‘you’ addressee is used in the same way as a ‘he’ or ‘she’ as part 
of a third person narrative and as such this narrative is being narrated (initially 
at least) through second person external narration. Although the identity of the 
narrative focalizer is not made explicit within the chapters comprising narrative 
3, the identity of the ‘you’ addressee however does become clear: 
“Those fur and leather dealers all the way from Lhasa or even further 
from Nepal and India, they all know you, they all come to this great 
mountain to find the master hunter Qiongbu.” 
“那些远在拉萨的皮毛贩子以及更远的来自尼泊尔、印度的商人都知道
你,都来到这大山里找神猎手穷布。”381 
 
It is clear from the text that the ‘you’ here is Qiongbu, a recurring character 
throughout other narrative threads within the text, narrated in the second 
person. Within this form of external second person narration the narratee 
becomes unclear, as in a way the ‘you’ here is almost a ‘false’ you; the reader 
is not able to assume the identity of the addressee of the text the result of 
which being the impression that an external narrator is addressing the story of 
Qiongbu to Qiongbu himself. Furthermore, there are two instances within this 
section of the text in which a first person “I” appears: 
“”I’ll know when the time comes, when I kill it I’ll know whether or not it 
has long fingers just like a human hand.” You were completely 
confident that you would kill it.” 
“"到时候就知道啦。等我打死它就知道它是不是长着像手那样的  
长指头啦。"你对打死它满怀信心。”382 
“"我居然不相信他们,我真够糊涂。"你开始自责。”383 
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You started to curse yourself: “I just don’t believe them, this is so 
confusing.” 
In both of the instances above, the first person pronoun is used in direct 
reported speech which is still being narrated by an external focalizer in the 
second person. In this case the two pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ both refer to 
Qiongbu within the text. Other than the two instances above, the pronoun ‘I’ 
does not appear outside of direct quoted speech and as such the narrative 
focalizer itself never assumes the identity of a pronoun within the text.   
This narrative structure highlighted above is present throughout chapters 3 
and 6. By the time we reach chapter 7 (the last chapter that can be 
reasonably ascribed as belonging to this narrative thread) a new pronoun and 
therefore addressee is introduced: 
“Now you know that what Qiongbu encountered was a yeti, also known 
as the abominable snowman of the Himalayas. This is the stuff of 
legend and fairy tale. The yeti has become a famous myth all over the 
world, there won’t be any readers that would believe it is real.” 
“现在你们知道了,穷布遇到的是野人;也叫喜玛拉雅山雪人。这是个只见
于珍闻栏的虚幻传说;喜玛拉雅山雪人早已流传世界各地,没有任何读者把
这种奇闻轶事当真的。”384 
 
Within chapter 7 (the last of the three chapters comprising narrative 3) the 
addressee ‘you’ (second person plural) appears with Qiongbu being referred 
to in the third person and no longer in the second person. Furthermore it can 
be deciphered from the text that the ‘you’ addressee here is likely to be the 
same as the “readers” appearing in the second sentence of the chapter. On 
the part of the addressee at least, it is clear that there has been a shift in the 
narrative in the transition from chapter 6 to chapter 7. Within chapter 7 ‘the 
reader’ is present again within the text and as such the narrative takes on the 
characteristics of direct address. Now that Qiongbu has withdrawn from the 
position of addressee to be replaced by the ‘reader’, one question that arises 
at this point is who is the narrative focalizer of these chapters and has this 
changed along with this shift from chapter 6 into chapter 7? Judging from the 
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three chapters of narrative 3 alone, it seems that there may be a consistent 
narrative focalizer throughout, however it is not possible from looking at these 
chapters alone to identify this narrative focalizer. In this sense the narrative 
focalization of narrative 3 is an unknown, external focalizer narrating in the 
second person in chapters 3 and 6, and through direct address to ‘you’ 
(second person plural) addressees in chapter 7. At this stage in my analysis 
therefore we can identify only certain elements of the narrative structure of 
this section of the text, the identity of the narrative focalizer in particular will 
need to be reassessed once it has become clear how this section of the text 
fits in with the text as a whole. Furthermore it can clearly be seen that the 
narrative structures within particular narrative threads are not consistent which 
further complicates the process of identifying the separate components of the 
text. 
 
Narrative 4 – chapters 4, 8 and 10 
 
Narrative 4 (“To watch a sky burial” using Batt’s subheading) overlaps and is 
intertwined with narrative 3 and the more ambiguous chapters 5 and 9. This 
section of the narrative is focused around the quest to observe a Tibetan sky 
burial and involves three principal characters Yao Liang, Lu Gao and Xiao He. 
The narrative focalization within this section of the narrative remains 
consistent throughout as the three main characters are narrated in the third 
person through an external narrator. As would be expected within this 
narrative structure the three main characters on the narrated level do not take 
on the role of narrative focalizer and any dialogue within the text is presented 
in quotation marks as direct reported speech.  
As part of this stable and consistent narrative structure, the narrative focalizer, 
as well as acting as an external narrator, also engages in direct address albeit 
in a slightly different way to chapter 7. The ‘reader’ is again present within 
narrative 4 however this reader is not directly addressed as ‘you’ (either in the 
singular or plural). The narrative focalizer however does take on the first 
person singular and plural during this section of the text. Using the pronoun 
‘we’ clearly builds a relationship between the ‘I’ of the narrator and the 
‘readers’. This intimacy built through the use of ‘intimate vocatives’ (using 
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terms such as ‘my dear reader’) and ‘phatic elements’ (using ‘we’ to refer to 
the narrator and reader) are key elements of direct address385. Furthermore, 
the nature of this address is such that it dramatises the role of the narrator 
and the reader and self-reflexively brings attention to the narrative. One subtle 
difference between this and the direct address of “Xugou” however is that 
whereas “Xugou”’s direct address often sees a narrator referring to ‘writing’ 
his text, here the narrator refers to the ‘telling of a story’ (讲故事 jiang gushi). 
At no point within narrative 4 does the narrator refer to his or her status as the 
text’s author or the writing process itself386.  
Similar to narrative 3, it is not possible to decipher who is acting as the 
narrative focalizer of this part of the text through only analysing the three 
chapters which comprise this narrative. As such the narrative structure, which 
remains stable throughout this section of the text is an unknown external 
focalizer referring to him or herself as ‘I’ addressing ‘the reader’ (who is also 
incorporated when the narrative focalizer uses the pronoun ‘we’). 
 
Narrative 6 - Chapters 11,12,13,14 
 
Unlike narratives 3 and 4, the chapters comprising narrative 6 are unique in 
that they run concurrently, ‘untangled’ from any other narrative threads within 
the text. Structurally however, one of the challenging aspects of this element 
of the text is determining whether it includes chapters 15 and 16 and then how 
in turn this element of the narrative fits in with the rest of the text as a whole.  
Again the ‘reader’ is present in the text, albeit to a minimal extent occurring 
only once within these specific chapters, however the narrator does not 
address the narrative to a ‘you’ pronoun, or refer to ‘we’ within these chapters. 
The presence (albeit a subtle one) of the reader indicates a certain degree of 
self-reflexivity within this section of the narrative and furthermore the narrative 
itself is referred to as a ‘story’ (故事 gushi) by the external narrative focalizer. 
																																																								
385 See page 52 of the methodology chapter for a full definition of ‘direct address’ 
386 “Gangdisi de youhuo” does feature an ‘author’ referring to the ‘text’ in a similar 
way to the author figure in “Xugou”. 
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By the time we reach chapter 14 however, there is a distinct change in the 
narrative in particular towards the end of the chapter: 
“Also, Dhonyo loved films so wouldn’t he have been waiting for his 
brother to drive him to Lhasa to take him to the movies? Perhaps he 
would have been, anything is possible. 
But… 
What about Nimu? What about what Dhondhop said about Nimu before 
he left? Dhonyo wasn’t forgetful; he would have remembered, all of it, 
so 
I don’t know what should come after the “so”, an ellipsis? Or maybe 
some other words to link this to the next paragraph?” 
“还有,顿珠是喜欢看电影的,他是否同时期待着弟弟开车送他到拉萨看电
影呢?  
也许是,什么都是可能的。  
然而--  
尼姆呢?顿月走前讲的关于尼姆那些话?顿珠并不健忘,他记得,全记得,那
么 
我不知道那么后面该是什么,删节号?或者一些可以连缀上下文的文字?我
不知道,我找不到合适的东西, 因为结果大出我的意料。”387 
 
Towards the end of chapter 14 the text becomes increasingly self-reflexive 
and the dynamic of the external narration changes. As the narrative reaches 
its conclusion the narrator begins to narrate in the subjunctive mood through 
using ‘if’ clauses, a subjunctive verb ‘could’ (会 hui) and the word ‘perhaps’. 
After several paragraphs of text referring to the narrative in the subjunctive 
mood, exploring the possibilities of what “could” occur within the narrated 
world, the narrator finally begins to ask questions as in the quotation above. 
These questions about the events represented in the narrative are initially 
addressed to an unknown addressee, however considering that ‘the reader’ 
has featured in previous paragraphs it can initially be assumed that these 
questions are a form of direct address to the reader. Whereas before a self-
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reflexivity focused on the narrative act (the telling of a story) had been 
identified, here a textual self-reflexivity can be seen in which the narrator 
refers to words (文字 wenzi) in the text rather than events in the story, and 
also through referring to grammatical functions such as whether there should 
be an ellipsis in the text. By the end of the chapter therefore the nature of the 
narrative has become highly (textually) self-reflexive. Not only is this highly 
self-reflexive, but through the repetition of phrases such as “I don’t know” 
when the narrator asks questions (of himself) about the narrative, all 
semblance of narrative omniscience has been lost.  
This increasing self-reflexivity and diminished omniscience then leads into the 
final two chapters which are arguably the most metafictional elements of the 
text narrated through a highly self-reflexive narrator. These two chapters, 
when compared to the majority of narrative 6 as a whole, do not seem to fit 
together and it could be argued that they should be treated as separate 
elements of the text, possibly with different narrative focalizers. Through the 
transition from the end of chapter 14 into chapter 16 there is no clear 
indication that the narrative focalizer has changed, however the level of self-
reflexivity increases heavily in chapter 15. Chapter 15 is devoted entirely to a 
narrator ‘analysing’ not just narrative 6 but the text as a whole. In this chapter 
the narrator refers to the three main narrative threads within “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” as “three independent stories with little connection between them”388. 
This clearly means that chapter 15 must sit on a narrative level above the 
other two main narratives as this chapter comments upon them. Purely from 
reading chapters 11 to 15 alone however there is no strong evidence to 
suggest that the narrative structure changes at any point in the text. The only 
conclusion that can be made at this point is that as chapter 15 comments on 
the text as a whole rather than just the content of narrative 6, then logically 
narrative 6 is either narrated by the same narrative focalizers as narratives 3 
and 4, or it occurs on a higher narrative level to these elements of the text.  
As a consequence, chapter 15 can be considered as being part of narrative 6 
at this stage. Chapter 16 however does not have any direct link to any of the 
main narrative threads and indeed is similar in structure to chapter 9 which 
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also falls outside of these three main elements of the text. As such I am 
proposing that the following three main narrative threads can be identified 
within “Gangdisi de youhuo”: 
 
Narrative one: Chapters 3, 6 &7 
Narrative two: Chapters 4, 8 &10 
Narrative three: Chapters 11,12,13,14 &15389 
 
With the following falling under a provisional category of ‘Ambiguous 
chapters’: 1,2,5,9 &16 
 
As a consequence of this strategy, chapters 1,2,5,9 and 16 do not fall within 
any one of these three main narrative components. These chapters are the 
more ambiguous elements of “Gangdisi de youhuo” as their relationship to the 
text as a whole is unclear. Below I shall analyse each of the unattributed 
chapters separately to determine more about their narrative focalization and 
how they possibly fit in with the text. 
 
Chapter 1 
 
As with many of Ma Yuan’s works, “Gangdisi de youhuo” begins with a 
passage of direct address. However, whilst “Xugou”’s direct address at least 
involved an identifiable narrator figure (Ma Yuan), here the identities of the 
focalizer and addressee are not obviously identifiable. The addressee is 
clearly not ‘the reader’ of the text because the ‘you’ addressee within this 
chapter seems to be a populated ‘character’ as the narrator states “I’ve read 
that legendary tale about you and your brother” “我看过关于你和你弟弟的那篇
传奇故事”390: Here the ‘you’ addressee is a distinct but unidentifiable 
character within the text. Chapter one therefore is not addressed outwards 
towards the reader narratee but instead is one half of a dialogue between an 
																																																								
389 From this point onwards, what I had originally been referring to as narratives 3,4 
and 6 will now be referred to as narratives one, two and three respectively. 
390 Xugou p.2 
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‘I’ and a ‘you’ who at this stage can only be understood as two unknown 
entities within the text. The fact that these entities are indeed unknown 
presents a challenge to our understanding of the text and it is only through the 
process of elimination that any kind of identity of ‘you’ within the text can be 
deciphered. Initially it has to be determined that the ‘you’ addressee here is 
not: 
 
 The reader – “我看过关于你和你弟弟的那篇传奇故事”  
 “I’ve read that legendary tale about you and your brother” 
Yao Liang – “姚亮使我们知道了你,为了这一点我感谢姚亮。” 
“It’s because of Yao Liang that I know about you, for this I am grateful 
to Yao Liang.” 
Lu ‘Er391 – “姚亮讲了关于你和陆二的故事” 
 “Yao Liang told me the story of you and Lu ‘Er.” 
As such it seems likely that ‘you’ here is Lu Gao, which seems to be 
confirmed in the following passage in which Lu Gao and ‘you’ seem to refer to 
the same person: 
“Is it possible that Yao Liang knew that Lu Gao would go on to study at 
university, and that after you graduated you would go to Tibet.” 
 “莫非姚亮早知道陆高将来要上大学?知道你大学毕业要到西藏?”392 
 
The identity of the narrative focalizer within this chapter though cannot be 
conclusively identified. Indeed, the identity of the narrative focalizer is even 
questioned within the text: 
 “Maybe you think I’m another Yao Liang? What if I am? I’m not.” 
 “也许你以为我也是个姚亮吧。是又怎么样呢?虽然我不是。”393 
 
Ultimately therefore, there is not enough information within chapter one itself 
to determine the identity of the narrative focalizer of this chapter. What we can 
																																																								
391 Although this is not made clear within the text, Lu ‘Er actually is the name of Lu 
Gao’s dog in “Haibian ye shi yige shijie”. It seems likely therefore that this is actually 
what the narrator here is referring to. 
392 Xugou p.2 
393 Xugou p.2 
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determine at this point however is that the narrative focalizer is engaging in a 
dialogue both about, and possibly with Lu Gao, and therefore his or her 
identity may be made clear from the context of other chapters within the text. 
Furthermore, on the basis of this chapter alone it cannot be determined which 
of the three main narrative threads it is directly connected to, or for example, 
whether this chapter falls on a higher narrative level than other sections of the 
text.   
 
Chapter 2 
 
The transition from chapter 1 to chapter 2 is such that the reader is given 
more information regarding the narrative focalizer and addressee. Within the 
opening sentences of this chapter the reader is already given evidence that 
the structure of the narrative has changed: 
“This is Qiongbu. Qiongbu can’t speak Chinese and you can’t speak 
Tibetan. Have some tea. That evening just as I had been talking about 
this with Yao Liang (why is it always Yao Liang?), he then told me the 
story of you and your dog, a very moving story indeed. Let’s discuss 
the matter at hand though.” 
“这是穷布。穷布不会说汉话,而你们不会说藏话。你们喝茶。晚上我刚
把这件事讲给姚亮(为什么又是姚亮),他就向我讲了你和你那条狗的故事
394,那是个很动人的故事。我们还是谈眼前这件事。”395 
 
Within this opening passage we can determine that the addressee has shifted 
from just the second person singular ‘you’ (你) to also include ‘you’ (你们) in 
the second person plural. Furthermore it is possible that the identity of the 
narrative focalizer has also changed. Whilst the narrative focalizer remains 
unidentified in chapter one, within chapter 2 it is at least partially identified: 
“I like it here, it’s peaceful, I can read and write here completely 
undisturbed. I know that you’ll laugh at me and say my reputation as an 
																																																								
394 As mentioned above, this is referring to Lu Gao’s dog named Lu ‘Er in “Haibian 
yeshi yige shijie”. 
395 Xugou p.2 
[259] 
	
author is completely undeserved. It would be true anyway, I haven’t 
published anything in years. The play that I wrote was back in the 
1950s” 
“我在这习惯了,这里安静,可以完全不受干扰地看书写东西。我知道你们
笑我,笑我是个徒有虚名的作家。是的,我有很多年拿不出作品了,我的剧
本都是五十年代的”396 
 
The narrative focalizer of chapter 2 is neither Lu Gao, Yao Liang or Qiongbu, 
but a previously unidentified and unnamed “old author”. This narrative 
focalizer addresses Qiongbu, and ‘you’ both in the singular and plural. Within 
this chapter there is no direct reported speech or other hints of external 
narration. Instead the narrative remains consistently focalized through the “old 
author” in a direct address style, often with the impression that only his ‘half’ 
of the dialogue is represented in the text: 
“When I came to Tibet I was still wet behind the ears, I had just joined 
the army, Qiongbu have some tea397. No I don’t want to go back.” 
“进藏的时候我还是个小鬼,刚穿上军装,穷布你喝茶。不,我不想回
去。”398 
 
Hence Chapter 2 contains enough information to give the reader a clear idea 
about the identity of both the narrative focalizer and addressees within the 
text. Exactly how this chapter is connected to the rest of the text however is 
unclear. Its link to chapter 1 is uncertain as the narrative focalization of 
chapter 1 cannot be realistically determined. As such it needs to be 
determined from subsequent chapters exactly where chapter 2 fits in to the 
text as a whole. 
 
 
																																																								
396 Xugou p.3 
397 Logically, this specific part of the dialogue between the old author and Qiongbu 
must be taking place as we have previously been told that Qiongbu does not speak 
Chinese. Not only are we presented with one half of a dialogue therefore, this 
dialogue may be shifting between different addressees and even languages (albeit 
different languages represented in only one). 
398 Xugou p.2 
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Chapter 5 
 
“I said just now that I didn’t want to go back to China, it’s not just that I 
want to finish this play I’m writing (of course I would want to finish it), I 
also have another reason. I’m really pleased that you came here today. 
I want to tell you some things about myself that I haven’t told anyone 
else. It’s not a love story, I don't’ have any good love stories to tell.” 
“我刚才说我不想回内地,不仅仅是因为我要完成这个剧本(剧本当然要完
成),我还有另一些原因。今天你们来了我很高兴,想讲一点从来没对人讲
的关于我自己的事。不是爱情故事,我没有爱情故事好讲。”399 
 
After the opening two chapters of narratives one and two (chapters 3 and 4), 
chapter 5 continues the narrative where chapter 2 finishes. It can be 
determined that the narrative focalization (the “old writer”) is consistent 
between these two elements of the text. This therefore, is where the 
ambiguous chapters start to become linked together, although there is still no 
obvious indication as to where they fit in with the three main narrative threads. 
Within chapter 5 the narrative focalizer in the form of the old author addresses 
the narrative to ‘you’ in the plural (which we can assume comprises Qiongbu, 
Lu Gao and Yao Liang). As such it can be proposed that chapters 2 and 5 are 
linked together belonging on the same narrative level. 
  
Chapter 9 
 
“On Yao Liang’s recommendation Lu Gao became the leader of the 
expedition and Yao Liang was the assistant. As such the four of them 
all had their duties with each being given his own title. Qiongbu was the 
guide, the old author was an advisor.” 
“经过姚亮推荐,陆高成了这支小队伍的队长,姚亮甘当副手。结果是四个
人各司其职, 都弄了个不大不小的官衔。穷布是向导,老作家是当然的顾
问。”400 
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Within the opening passage of chapter 9 we find that the narrative has shifted 
again to external focalization. Whereas chapters 1,2 and 5 are focalized by, 
and addressed to one of the four main characters within “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
(Lu Gao, Yao Liang, Qiongbu and the “old author”), chapter 9 is focalized 
through an external narrator. Furthermore, this chapter does not have any of 
the features of direct address seen in previous chapters, nor is it addressed to 
an obvious addressee (with ‘you’ or ‘the reader’ no longer present). This 
chapter is narrated in the third person and the identity of the narrative 
focalizer remains unclear.  
The result of this shift to external third person narration is that chapter 9 sits 
on a narrative level above chapters 1, 2 and 5. The introduction of external 
narration at this stage creates the sense that chapter 9 comments upon and 
gives insight into chapters 1, 2 and 5 and also the three main narrative 
threads with each of these being hypo-diegetic levels. A crucial function of this 
chapter therefore is that it can provide a great deal of information about the 
chapters below it. It is in this chapter that it is finally made clear that the 
identity of the four main characters within “Gangdisi de youhuo” are Yao 
Liang, Lu Gao, the old writer, and Qiongbu. This should therefore confirm that 
the chapters immediately below this level are internally focalized through one 
of these characters. This is certainly the case for chapters 2 and 5 which are 
focalized through ‘the old writer’, however chapter 1 still remains problematic 
in spite of the information provided within chapter 9: 
“Maybe you think I’m another Yao Liang? What if I am? I’m not. Yao 
Liang told me the story of you and Lu Er, it’s because of Yao Liang that 
I know about you, for this I am grateful to Yao Liang.” 
“也许你以为我也是个姚亮吧。是又怎么样呢?虽然我不是。姚亮讲了关
于你和陆二的故事,姚亮使我们知道了你,为了这一点我感谢姚亮”401 
 
Although we know that chapter one is addressed to Lu Gao, the narrative 
focalizer is still unclear. Within the opening passage of chapter 9 it is revealed 
that Yao Liang, Lu Gao, Qiongbu and the old writer form a four-man 
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expedition led by Lu Gao. This seems to have a strong correlation to chapter 
one: 
“I’ll be straight with you, I want you to join my expedition, I’m the 
organiser and leader, there’s also an advisor.” 
“我直说了吧,是叫你参加我的探险队,我是组织者也是队长,还有个顾问。” 
 
From the passage above it can be suggested that chapter 9 is commenting on 
the expedition formed in chapter 1 (and subsequently 2 and 5) and as such 
the narrative focalizer of chapter 1 should now be made clear. However, there 
is a logical incompatibility between these two chapters in spite of the fact that 
there seems to be an obvious link between them. The essential problem here 
is that the narrative focalizer cannot be any one of the four members of the 
expedition for the following reasons: 
 
Lu Gao – Acts as the addressee of chapter 1. 
Yao Liang – “也许你以为我也是个姚亮吧。是又怎么样呢?虽然我不是。”402 
“Maybe you think I’m another Yao Liang? What if I am? I’m not.” 
Qiongbu – “穷布不会说汉话,而你们不会说藏话。”403 “Qiongbu can’t speak 
Chinese and you can’t speak Tibetan.” renders the dialogue in chapter one 
with the addressee Lu Gao impossible. 
The old writer – “我三十来岁”404 “I’m thirty years old” in chapter 1 is 
incompatible with “我五十岁”405 “I’m fifty years old” within chapter 2 focalized 
through the old writer. 
 
Given the above therefore, there are two realistic conclusions about the 
narrative focalization of chapter one: firstly that it is still focalized through one 
of the four above and therefore subsequent chapters are providing 
‘misinformation’, or secondly that chapter one is focalized through another 
narrative focalizer. Certainly the narrative structure of direct address and 
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internal focalization would suggest that chapter 1 is occurring on the same 
narrative level as chapters 2 and 5 which would rule out the possibility that 
chapter 1 is narrated through the same focalizer as chapter 9. However, at 
this stage it is only possible to conclude that the narrative focalization of 
chapter 1 is unresolved. The identity of the narrative focalizer of chapter 9 is 
not known, and neither still is the identity of the focalizer of chapter 1. What is 
clear however is that there is a narrative hierarchy within “Gangdisi de 
youhuo” whereby chapters 1, 2 and 5 fall below chapter 9. Furthermore, 
chapter 9 also contains information which links these chapters to the three 
main narrative threads within the text: 
“What the three of them encountered in those four days was enough 
for each of them to write a book. It wouldn’t be long before the old 
author’s and the two young authors’ books would be published. Other 
than this Lu Gao also wrote a realist story about a man who could sing 
traditional songs. Although that story doesn’t have any yetis or dragons 
with giant ram’s horns, it still nevertheless adds to the allure of the 
Gangdisê mountains. 
“那四天里经历的一切足够他们三个人各自写整本书的。老作家和两个年
轻作家的书不久就会问世的。在这之外,陆高还写了个关于说唱艺人的真
实故事。那故事里虽然没有讲到野人和羊角龙,仍然使巨脉冈底斯山充满
了诱惑。”406 
 
Of particular relevance within this highly metafictional passage above is the 
connection it builds between this chapter and narrative three in that the 
“realist story about a man who could sing traditional songs” is clearly referring 
to narrative three in which Dhonyo magically acquires the ability to sing 
traditional Tibetan folk songs. One possible interpretation of the passages 
above is that Lu Gao is the narrative focalizer and ‘author’ of narrative three. 
Not only could this potentially identify the narrative focalization of this element 
of the text, but it also places narrative three under both chapter 9 and 
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chapters 1,2 and 5. In this sense Gangdisi de youhuo appears to have three 
narrative levels at this stage of analysis: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This strategy above is further reinforced by the following passage in chapter 
10: 
“The story more or less finishes here. This was Yao Liang and Lu 
Gao’s first expedition. They wanted to work here for a couple of years, 
there would be plenty of time for that. We already know that their 
second expedition was to search for the yeti. Both expeditions were 
called off having been unsuccessful.  
We also know that both of them wrote stories about the Gangdisê 
mountains after the second expedition, that was a number of years 
later. We also know that Lu Gao wrote a realist story about a man who 
sings traditional songs.”  
“故事到这里就算结束了。这是陆姚探险队的第一次探险。他们要在这里
工作几年,来日方长。我们已经知道他们的第二次探险是去寻访野人。两
次探险都以没有结果而告结束。 
我们也知道他们在第二次探险后各写了一部关于冈底斯山的故事,那是若
干年以后的事了。我们还知道在这之外陆高另写了一篇关于说唱艺人的
Ch. 9
Ch. 1,2,5
Narrative 3
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真实故事。在讲这个故事之前,先讲一下离开天葬台后的一个意外的小小
插曲。”407 
 
Not only does this passage make the connection between narrative three and 
chapter 9 even stronger, it also has implications for where narrative two fits 
into the narrative structure of the text as well. Given the continuity between 
“Other than this Lu Gao also wrote a realist story about a man who could sing 
traditional songs” “在这之外,陆高还写了个关于说唱艺人的真实故事” in chapter 
9, and “We also know that Lu Gao wrote a realist story about a man who 
sings traditional songs” “我们还知道在这之外陆高另写了一篇关于说唱艺人的
真实故事” in chapter 10, it can be suggested that these two elements of the 
text are narrated through the same narrative focalizer. If this is the case then 
narrative two occurs on the same narrative level as chapter 9. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Within the context of the text as a whole, the sky burial (narrative two) is 
referred to as the ‘first expedition’ within chapter 9 and is narrated externally 
through an unidentified narrative focalizer. The events described within 
narrative two therefore occur before the events represented in chapters 1,2 
and 5. Furthermore it can also be determined from chapter 9 that narrative 
one also falls below this narrative level as well: 
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“Three days later they went to the county where Qiongbu lives and 
then went to the herding village at the bottom of the mountain where 
Qiongbu discovered the yeti.” 
“三天后他们到了穷布所在的县,到了穷布遭遇野人的山脚下那个牧
村。”408 
 
The passage above clearly is referring to narrative one and as such it can be 
determined that this element of the narrative falls below chapter 9. As I have 
stated above, the narrative focalizer of narrative one is not identified within the 
chapters comprising this section of the text. Given the fact that chapter 9 also 
refers to the events represented in narrative one, it therefore opens up the 
possibility that the narrative focalizers of narrative one and chapter 9 are the 
same. However, there is a fundamental difference between these two 
focalizers in that narrative one is narrated in the second person and chapter 9 
is narrated in the third person. Whilst this in itself is not conclusive evidence 
that these narrative focalizers are necessarily different, in chapter 16 for 
example, which as I have demonstrated should be considered as being linked 
to chapter 9, the narrative focalization is closer to that of narrative two in that it 
also is narrated in the third person. As such it seems unlikely at this stage to 
suggest that the narrative focalizers of narrative two and chapters 9 and 16 
are the same (and therefore that they should be located on the same narrative 
level). 
 
Chapter 16 
 
Whilst chapter 16 seems to follow on from chapter 15 on first reading, given 
the analysis of the non-attributed chapters above it now seems that the most 
likely narrative strategy for chapter 16 is that it is linked to (and occurs on the 
same narrative level as) chapter 9. By looking at the first sentences of both of 
these chapters it seems clear that there is a strong connection between them: 
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Chapter 9: “经过姚亮推荐,陆高成了这支小队伍的队长,姚亮甘当副
手。”409 
“On Yao Liang’s recommendation Lu Gao became the leader of the 
expedition and Yao Liang was the assistant”  
Chapter 16: “姚亮一直自诩是个诗人,陆高叫他情种。”410 
“Yao Liang often talked himself up as a poet, Lu Gao thought that he 
was a sentimental type.” 
Both of these chapters are narrated in the third person through an external 
focalizer. Although it is not possible to judge whether this is the same 
narrative focalizer, the structures of these chapters are extremely similar. Both 
refer to Yao Liang and Lu Gao in the third person and furthermore both allude 
to the fact that not only are they both writers but also that they themselves 
have written chapters within “Gangdisi de youhuo”. For chapter 9, narrative 
three follows on in chapter 11 after the description within chapter 9 of the 
circumstances in which Lu Gao wrote this particular part of the text. Within 
chapter 16, two poems written by Yao Liang and Lu Gao are given in full at 
the end of the chapter. As narrative three falls on the second hypodiegetic 
level of the text, then likewise the poems within chapter 16 can be understood 
as falling on the same level: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Within this structure chapters 9 and 16 both represent the highest level of the 
text and it is not uncommon for critics analysing the author’s work to conclude 
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that this is the level in which the real author is to be found. As noted earlier, 
no author can ever be present in a text only a narrator, but the tendency to 
attribute the highest ‘narrator’s’ level with that of the text’s overall creator has 
interesting implications in terms of narrative focalization. The external narrator 
of chapters 9 and 16 does not overtly refer to itself as the ‘author’ of the text 
or even an author in general, however within chapter 5, which is narrated in 
first person internal focalization through the ‘old writer’, the ‘author’ becomes 
present within the text: 
 “(Please excuse this sophistry – Author’s note) 
(Further author’s note: these kinds of emotive monologues in novels 
are very irritating, but as it has already happened this author is not 
willing to take it back, it won’t happen again.)” 
“(请原谅在这段文字里用了诡辩术--作者注)。 
(作者又注--在一篇小说中这样长篇大论地发感慨是很讨厌的,可是既然已
经发了,作者自己也不想收回来,下不为例吧。)”411 
 
In terms of identifying the text’s narrative structure, the result of the ‘author’s’ 
incursion above suggests that a narrative focalizer exists above the level of 
chapter 5 and identifies that focalizer as the text’s ‘author’. Given that 
chapters 9 and 16 operate on the narrative level above narrative one, a 
possible strategy for identifying the narrative focalizer of these chapters is that 
this focalizer is also the ‘author’ of the text. In doing so there must be 
sufficient evidence to demonstrate that these focalizers are the same entity 
within the text and not just different focalizers which happen to be operating 
on the same narrative level. In the brief incursion by the ‘author’ in chapter 5, 
the text itself is referred to as a ‘novel’ (小说 xiaoshuo) in a highly 
metafictional ‘analysis’ of the passage of text proceeding it. Although there is 
no addressee within the ‘author’s’ incursion such as a ‘dear readers’ or even a 
‘you’, nevertheless the narrative as focalized by the ‘author’ still shows some 
of the features of direct address. In particular, the final phrase “it won’t happen 
again” ‘下不为例吧’ conveys a familiar tone suggesting a degree of intimacy 
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between the narrator and the addressee. In contrast, the external narrator of 
chapter 9 does not identify itself as an ‘author’ at any point and does not 
display any of the features of direct address. Furthermore whilst the ‘author’ in 
chapter 5 refers to the narrative as a ‘novel’, within chapter 9 the narrative is 
referred to as a ‘story’ in phrases such as “the story takes place in the village 
where they set up camp” “故事就发生在他们驻脚的牧村”412 for example. This 
demonstrates the fundamental difference between the self-reflexivity of these 
two narrative focalizers. Whilst the narrative structure of the author in 
narrative one establishes a relationship between an author and his or her 
novel, in chapter 9 the usage of the verb and object construction (讲故事 jiang 
gushi) establishes a relationship between a narrator and a narrative. 
Furthermore, the emphasis on the ‘telling’ of this narrative establishes a 
representation of oral narration rather than the author’s focus on the 
production of a text. Like many chapters within “Gangdisi de youhuo” 
therefore there is a lack of information to facilitate the process of separating 
different elements of the text in order to disentangle them from one another. 
What is becoming apparent however is that the subtle similarities in narrative 
structures shared between certain chapters within “Gangdisi de youhuo” imply 
that there may be possible connections which can be identified between 
certain elements of the text.  
 
Re-reading chapter 15 
 
Within my analysis above I provisionally suggested that chapter 15 should be 
considered as being a part of narrative 3. At this stage however, it seems less 
likely that this is the case in light of the interpretation of chapter 9 and the 
‘author’s’ incursion into chapter 5. As it is stated in chapter 9 that narrative 
three is focalized through Lu Gao, a contradiction is created if Lu Gao is 
commenting on sections of the text in which this character has been narrated 
in the third person through an external narrator.  
In essence, there is both a strong continuity between chapters 14 and 15 
which strengthens the idea that the narrative focalization has remained 
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consistent, but also a strong logical contradiction in light of chapter 9 which 
renders a consistent narrative structure highly unlikely. Re-reading chapter 15 
as the narrative levels within “Gangdisi de youhuo” have become increasingly 
clear leads to the conclusion that chapter 15 should not be considered as 
being focused by Lu Gao and therefore it should be considered as separate 
from narrative 3. Chapter 15 therefore joins chapters 1,2,5,9 and 16 as one of 
the chapters not directly falling into one of the three main narrative threads of 
the text.  
If it is the case therefore that narrative three no longer comprises chapter 15, 
then the narrative focalizer of this chapter becomes uncertain again. Given 
that this chapter acts as an ‘analysis’ chapter concerning the structure and 
content of the text as a whole, it seems likely that this section of the narrative 
would be focalized by the text’s primary external narrator (as appearing in 
chapters 9 and 16), or the text’s ‘author’ which is present in the text through 
the incursion in chapter 5. Both of these strategies are possible, however the 
highly self-reflexive nature of chapter 15 suggests that it is unlikely to be 
focalized through the external narrator of chapters 9 and 16. Firstly, this 
chapter contains many of the features of direct address in that it is narrated to 
‘the reader’ or ‘my dear reader’ and the narrator also refers to himself as ‘we’ 
building the sense of intimacy between the reader and the narrator. 
Furthermore this narrator seems to pose questions directly to the reader 
figure within the text: 
“In order to look after the deceased’s mother, his squad leader took it 
on himself to take on the role of her son and for the last ten years sent 
his mother nearly 2,000 RMB under her son’s name. However… 
Should there be a ‘however’ here, my dear readers?” 
“他的班长为了安抚死者母亲,自愿顶替了这个儿子角色;近十年来他这个
冒名儿子给母亲寄了近两千元钱。然后--  
还用然后么,我亲爱的读者?”413 
 
The level of self-reflexivity and the direct address within this chapter is out of 
character with the narrative structure of chapters 9 and 16 which are focalized 
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through an external narrator with no evidence of direct address. There is a 
certain degree of self-reflexivity within these chapters, in particular through 
their representation of characters from within certain sections of the text being 
the authors of other parts of the text, however chapter 15 seems to analyse 
the text much like the narrative incursion by the ‘author’ in chapter 5. 
Confusingly also, the narrator’s engagement with the text in this chapter is 
echoed in chapter 14 in particular through the focus on textual, rather than 
narrative self-reflexivity: 
“But… 
What about Nimu? What about what Dhondhop said about Nimu before 
he left? Dhonyo wasn’t forgetful; he would have remembered, all of it, 
so 
I don’t know what should come after the “so”, an ellipsis? Or maybe 
some other words to link this to the next paragraph?” 
 “然而--  
尼姆呢?顿月走前讲的关于尼姆那些话?顿珠并不健忘,他记得,全记得,那
么 
我不知道那么后面该是什么,删节号?或者一些可以连缀上下文的文
字?”414 
 
As mentioned above, the continuity and logical contradiction that exists 
between chapters 14 and 15 further problematises the process of identifying 
the narrative focalizer of chapter 15. Logically this chapter should fall on the 
same level as either chapters 9 and 16 or it should fall on a narrative level 
above both of them. The fact that the narrative structure is most similar to 
chapter 14 however creates the problem that narrative three is commenting 
on the text as a whole from the ‘wrong’ narrative level. To a certain extent 
however, the ‘author’s’ incursion offers the most likely strategy for 
understanding chapter 15. The clear self-reflexivity of chapter 15 pushes the 
reader towards understanding the narrative focalizer of this chapter as being 
the text’s creator or at least some form of narrative focalizer who is able to 
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engage with the text on an analytical level rather than engaging with the 
represented world of its three main narrative threads. As such chapter 15 is 
most easily understood as being focalized through a thematised ‘author’ figure 
and would therefore exist on a level above chapters 9 and 16 as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There is one final piece of evidence however to accommodate not only 
chapter 15 on the ‘author’s’ level of the text but also Lu Gao’s text as well. 
Whilst it is stated in the text that narrative three has been written (and 
therefore is focalized) by Lu Gao, the phrase “before telling this story/before 
this story is told” “在讲这个故事之前” 415 is ambiguous as it refers to the 
‘telling’ of a ‘story’ and doesn’t explicitly state by whom as this clause does not 
contain a subject. For example, the narrator of narrative two (whose identity is 
unknown) could be ‘telling’ or narrating Lu Gao’s story to the reader. In this 
sense Lu Gao may have written narrative three but it is being focalized by a 
different narrator and as such the text as it appears in narrative three is not Lu 
Gao’s text but the narration of Lu Gao’s text. The logical conclusion at this 
stage however is that the narrative structure of “Gangdisi de youhuo” is at 
best highly ambiguous. Any attempt to definitively pin down key elements of 
the narrative leads to a range of possibilities, none of which is entirely reliable. 
The narrative structure identified above therefore can only be considered as 
																																																								
415 Xugou p.32 
Ch. 9 
Ch. 1,2,5
Narrative 3
Narrative 2 Ch. 16
Poems
Ch. 15
[273] 
	
the most likely strategy for chapter 15, as the issue of where this chapter fits 
in with the text cannot be fully resolved.  
 
Narrative one 
 
The only remaining element of the narrative that is yet to be placed within my 
analysis of “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s structure is narrative one. Until this point 
the narrative focalizer has remained undetermined; from looking at the rest of 
the text however, there are clear similarities between the final chapter of 
narrative one (chapter 7) and the ambiguous ‘narrator’s’ chapters (chapters 9 
& 16) in that within this chapter an unknown narrative focalizer addresses a 
reader and comments on the narrative (narrative one). As such it could be 
possible that chapter 7 should be separated from chapters 3 and 6 as it is 
likely that this chapter occurs on the same level as either chapters 1, 2 & 5, or 
on the level above. What is left therefore is to determine where narrative one 
(now comprising of only chapters 3 and 6) should fit within the text’s structure. 
Given that the focalization of narrative one is unknown the exact positioning of 
this narrative is ambiguous, however considering that it logically should occur 
below chapter 7, it is likely therefore that it occurs on the lowest narrative 
level. Within this logic, narrative one could possibly be narrated by the ‘old 
author’ which would mean that the old author is directly addressing a ‘you’ 
addressee in chapter 2 and then narrating Qiongbu’s narrative within narrative 
one.  
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Conclusion 
 
The narrative structure identified in the diagram above represents the most 
probable hierarchical structure in which “Gangdisi de youhuo”’s chapters 
operate. Within the structure above there are four narrative levels with chapter 
15 sitting on the highest level with three subsequent hypo-diegetic levels 
below it. In terms of identifying the individual narrative threads and their 
respective focalizers therefore, the following model can also be applied within 
the overall hierarchy identified above: 
 
Narrative one (Qiongbu’s narrative): Chapters 3 & 6 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, second person narration 
Narrative focalizer: possibly the ‘old author’ 
 
Narrative two (the sky burial): Chapters 4, 8 &10 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, ‘reader’ addressee present 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
Narrative three (Dhonyo and Dhondop): Chapters 11, 12, 13 &14 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, ‘reader’ addressee present 
Narrative focalizer: possibly Lu Gao 
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Chapter 1 
Narrative focalization: internal first person focalization, direct address to ‘you’ 
addressee 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
The ‘old author’s’ chapters: Chapters 2 & 5 
Narrative focalization: internal first person focalization, direct address to ‘you’ 
addressee and to Qiongbu, Yao Liang and Lu Gao as addressees 
Narrative focalizer: the ‘old author’ 
 
The ‘analysis chapter’: Chapter 15 
Narrative focalization: external focalization, ‘reader’ addressee present 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
The ‘narrator’s’ chapters: Chapters 7, 9 & 16 
Narrative focalization: external focalization 
Narrative focalizer: unknown 
 
